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Rising to the Literacy Challenge

Building Adult Education Systems in New England

PREFACE
by Blenda J. Wilson

The urgency behind Rising to the Literacy Challenge is
deceptively simple: New England cannot sustain a
thriving economy or a healthy polity when 41 per-
cent of its adults cannot participate effectively in the
economy. The well-being of the entire region is at risk
when four out of ten adults cannot read a bar graph
or interpret a flight schedule or understand a credit
card bill.

The Nellie Mae Education Foundation commissioned
Jobs for the Future to research the status of basic adult
literacy services in New England for several reasons:
first, this research would help inform the Foundation’s
grants program in adult literacy; second, Jobs for the
Future’s expertise represents an important link
between adult education and work force preparation
programs; and finally, we believed that the credibility
Jobs for the Future brings to this inquiry would assure
that the report would influence public leaders and
organizations beyond the Foundation. Rising to the
Literacy Challenge more than fulfills our expectations;
it 1s a rallying cry for a renewed commitment to pro-
viding adults with the competencies necessary to
function in our contemporary society. We are indebted
to Jobs for the Future for the clarity and insight it has
brought to this important public policy issue.

Contrary to the poignant media images that depict
adult illiteracy as an individual problem that can be
overcome by personal determination and will, Jobs for
the Future documents that ours is a system of under-
resourced, isolated institutions whose services and
mission have remained relatively unchanged for more
than 100 years. The report describes a system that has
failed to adapt to the region’s increased need for artic-
ulation among ESOL programs, adult education, and
secondary education; it describes a system that virtu-
ally ignores the need to link sustainable adult literacy
services and occupational skills training for the

increased population of prison inmates with an aver-
age sixth-grade literacy level. In short, ours is a system
that makes it difficult, if not impossible, for an individ-
ual to navigate among many providers of separate
pieces of what ought to be a coherent continuum of
education and training.

However, Rising to the Literacy Challenge is not a report
limited to describing problems. It is more importantly
a clearly documented call for the creation of articu-
lated pathways to educational and economic advance-
ment for adults from entry-level literacy training or
ESOL services all the way to postsecondary skills and
credentials. Jobs for the Future recognizes that many
different organizations can contribute to this goal. The
report highlights examples of current efforts to create
seamless transitions for adult learners through partner-
ships among various organizations.

The shortage of literate, skilled adults in New England
is a significant public policy challenge, but one that
can be overcome through local partnerships among
multiple educational and skills training institutions.
Rising to the Literacy Challenge provides both a wake-
up call and a set of recommendations to accomplish
that goal. The Nellie Mae Education Foundation and
Jobs for the Future hope the report will promote dia-
logue and collaboration in planning and funding
comprehensive approaches to adult basic education,
skills training, and postsecondary education. Lawmak-
ers, public agency leaders, educators and program
providers, employers, and, indeed, funders, fogether, can
achieve a more literate, more highly skilled adult pop-
ulation in New England.

Blenda J. Wilson, Ph.D.
April 2002

Jobs for the Future/Nellie Mae Education Foundation






Rising to the Literacy Cnallenge

Building Adult Education Systems in New England

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EW ENGLAND faces a major skills crisis

that both limits the ability of adults to

meet their families’ basic needs and
threatens the region’s long-term economic health.
More than 4.2 million adults—41 percent of the
adult population—Tlack the literacy skills to succeed
as workers, parents, and citizens in today’s knowl-
edge-based society (see Table A).! Among them are
adults who lack a high school diploma, immigrants
with low English proficiency, and high school
graduates who lack the skills needed for the new

economy.

Based on the findings of the regional analysis
described in this report, a number of recommenda-
tions arose on the need for adult basic education in
New England and the region’s capacity to meet it.
First among these is an ambitious yet achievable
short-term benchmark: increasing capacity to meet
the demand for adult basic education and for pro-
viding resources and incentives for improving sys-
tem performance and student outcomes. This
would make it possible to provide the more inten-
sive services necessary for those actively demanding

services to achieve meaningful learning gains.?

A NEew MissioN FOR ADULT

BAsic EDUCATION

Adult basic education services can play a critical

role in helping solve the region’s skills shortage by
preparing adults with low literacy skills for family-

supporting employment. More than one million

New England adults lack a high school diploma or
have limited English language proficiency. Most of’

these adults have very low literacy skills and are

Table A. Need for ABE Services in New England

Population Number
at NALS Accessing Unmet

Level 1 and 2* ABE and ESOL** Need

Connecticut 1,070,000 32,470 1,040,000
Maine 400,000 11,107 390,000
Massachusetts 1,920,000 24,488 1,900,000
New Hampshire 310,000 6,761 300,000
Rhode Island 370,000 5,235 365,000
Vermont 160,000 1,165 160,000
Total 4,230,000 81,226 4,155,000

* Source: NALS data, as calculated by Stephen Reder, ""Synthetic Estimates of Adult Literacy
Proficiency;" available at www.casas.org; 1992 statistical estimate based on population 16+.

** Source: Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont 2002
state statistical reports to the U.S. Department of Education. A participant is an adult who receives at
least 12 hours of instruction. See the Appendix: Methodology for more information. Vermont has
recently instituted a new data system and, while the figure presented here is the official figure for
enrollments in PY2002, there is some concern in the state that the system is underreporting
enrollments. PY2001 enrollment figure for Vermont was 4,436.

Key FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The recommendations for system change presented here are
designed to transform adult basic education in New England
from an inadequately funded, largely stand-alone cottage
industry into a more institutionalized, professional delivery
system that has effective partnerships with other educational

and skills training institutions.

by this report:

* Mission and performance measures;

+ Pathways to advancement;

* Special populations; and
* Funding and capacity.

The recommendations are divided into the four areas covered

Jobs for the Future/Nellie Mae Education Foundation  vii



unprepared for postsecondary education or skills

Table B. An Achievable Short-Term Benchmark: training programs that would lead toward success in
Provide 150 Instructional for Those Actively Demanding Services the labor market.
Cost of 150 Hours Additional Adult basic education enables adults with low litera-
Current for Those Actively Resources . . . .
Resources* Demanding Services Needed cy to achieve high school level skills and credentials.
Connecticut 37.989.594 43,670,930 5681336 When ABE serv1c'es were first offeréd, .few Americans
graduated from high school and basic literacy was
Maine 6,745,235 17,765,854 11,020,619 . . . .
sufficient education for most jobs paying enough to
Massachusetts 56,129,496 110,940,504 54,811,008 support a family. Adult basic literacy services, by
New Hampshire 3,308,241 7,455,246 4,147,005 themselves, could enable adults with low literacy to
Rhode Island 3,932,545 17,012,449 13,079,904 develop the skills and credentials necessary for family
Vermont 4,123,335 34,667,755 30,544,420 self-sufficiency.
Total 112,228,446 231,512,738 119,284,292 However, ABE services designed solely to help adults

improve their skills and attain credentials up to a
* Includes public sources only; does not include other funds that may supplement programs. . R
' ‘ high school level no longer meet the needs of indi-
Source: 2002 state narrative reports to the U.S. Department of Education and Jobs for the Future

interviews with state directors of adult education. Funding figures are from PY2002 except for viduals—or of the higher—skill—level labor market. In

Maine’s, which are from PY2001. the past 20 years, structural changes in the economy

MissioN AND PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FOR ABE PROGRAMS

ELTILTA There is a wide range of views within the New they serve and the resources are available to support efforts
England ABE community about the mission and purpose of toward integration.

adult basic education. How the differences are resolved will

strongly affect the ability of ABE to contribute to achieving pub-

lic priorities for economic development and poverty reduction. B Create a clear mission for adult basic education that

explicitly includes a public role for ABE in economic

LLTICTA The ABE mission and scope of services have development and reducing poverty. Adult basic education
remained relatively unchanged for decades. If ABE’s mission goals and performance standards should promote a dual mis-
and services better matched the social and economic realities sion: 1) to help individuals meet their personal learning goals,
of a knowledge-based society, adult basic education would improve their economic outcomes, and promote advance-
play a more effective role in helping to solve the skills shortage ment to further education and skills training; and 2) to meet
that threatens New England’s economic future. labor market and employer skill needs.

ELDICIA Structural changes in the economy have created a M Develop outcome-based performance standards that
new purpose and vision for adult basic education: to help drive change. States should develop performance standards

adults develop the postsecondary skills and credentials that that measure the short-term and long-term educational and

are required for most family-supporting employment. economic outcomes central to ABE’s dual mission.

. . . . Bl Develop int data systems. Performance
ELOLIA True integration of ABE with other educational and evelop Interagency cata systems

. - : : : standards are only meaningful if relevant outcome data can
skills training services for adults requires a partnership among

i ) ) be collected, analyzed, and used to implement improvements
equals, built on mutual self-interest and a mutual commitment

in curricula and learning.
to the adults they serve. Progress is unlikely to occur until
more ABE providers and state directors believe that integra-

tion is in the best interests of the adults and other stakeholders

viii Rising to the Literacy Challenge



have created a new purpose and challenge for adult
basic education. Today, higher skills and credentials
are required for most family-supporting jobs, and
skill requirements continue to increase. At the same
time, there has been a significant increase in the skills

needed to drive economic development and growth.

Under these dramatically different social and eco-
nomic conditions, adult basic education has an
equally valuable, but different, role to play, building
upon its expertise in providing quality education for
adults with very low literacy. That role is to help
adults develop the literacy, math skills, and English
language proficiency that prepare them for the fur-
ther education and skills training needed in today’s

economy.

To achieve this mission, adult basic education will
have to change from a largely stand-alone system,
inadequately connected to other education and work-
force development systems, to one that plays a vital
role in partnerships with other educational and skills
training institutions, together creating pathways to
advancement to postsecondary skills and credentials.
By moving in this new direction, adult basic educa-
tion will be better prepared to play an eftective role

in meeting two key, interrelated public priorities:

Reducing the level of poverty by helping adults with
low literacy take an important step toward develop-
ing the skills and credentials needed for family-sup-
porting employment; and

Promoting economic development by reducing labor

market skill shortages.

MEETING THE ADULT BAsic
EbucATION CHALLENGE

Adult basic education, as presently funded and
organized, is ill-equipped to meet New England’s
skills shortage or to ready adults with limited literacy
skills for employment that can support a family.
While promising practices can be found in New
England and other regions, few partnerships among
adult basic education services, community colleges,
and skills training programs provide clear, institu-
tionalized pathways to advancement that adults can
navigate all the way from basic literacy to postsec-
ondary education and skills training. ABE services
can no longer meet the needs of adults—or the labor

market—as a stand-alone system that helps people

Table C. Demand for Adult Literacy and ESOL Services

Estimated Adults

Population Demand= Accessing
at NALS 20% of and ESOL Unmet
Level 1 & 2* NALS 1 & 2** Services*** Demand
Connecticut 1,070.000 214,000 32,470 181,000
Maine 400,000 80,000 11,107 69,000
Massachusetts 1,920,000 384,000 24,488 360,000
New Hampshire 310,000 62,000 6,761 55,000
Rhode Island 370,000 74,000 5,235 69,000
Vermont 160,000 32,000 1,165 31,000
Total 4,230,000 846,000 81,226 765,000

* Source: NALS data, as calculated by Stephen Reder, "Synthetic Estimates of Adult Literacy
Proficiency;" available at www.casas.org; 1992 statistical estimate based on population 16+.

** Source: Based on the Massachusetts Adult Education Committee finding that 20 percent of
adults at NALS level 1 and 2 acknowledge a need to improve their literacy skills and are either
actively or latently in demand of ABE services.

**% Source: Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont 2002
state statistical reports to the U.S. Department of Education. A participant is an adult who receives at

least 12 hours of instruction. See the Appendix: Methodology for more information. Vermont has
recently instituted a new data system and, while the figure presented here is the official figure for
enrollments in PY2002, there is some concern in the state that the system is underreporting
enrollments. PY2001 enrollment figure for Vermont was 4,436

develop skills and attain credentials only up to a high

school level.

For adult basic education to play an eftective role in
meeting the new literacy challenge in New England,

change must come in four key areas:

1. Develop a clear mission for ABE and establish
performance measures consistent with that
mission.

Adult basic education has a central role to play in
helping more New England residents to achieve eco-
nomic self-sufficiency and in securing the region’s
economic future. Adult basic education goals and per-
formance standards should promote a dual mission: 1)
to help individuals meet their personal learning goals,
improve their economic outcomes, and promote
advancement to further education and skills training;

and 2) to meet labor market and employer skills needs.

2. Create pathways to advancement through
partnerships with other educational and skills
training institutions.

Adult basic education is no longer a final destination
that enables students to develop all the skills and
credentials needed for family-self-sufficiency. Rather,
its role today must change to preparing adults with
low literacy for further education and skills training

and, in partnership with employers and with other

Jobs for the Future/Nellie Mae Education Foundation



educational and skills training institutions, to creat-
ing seamless pathways that provide accessible transi-
tions from ABE services to further education and

skills training leading toward postsecondary creden-

tials and industry-recognized certificates.

3. Give selected populations access to continuum

of literacy services.’

As the demand for English language classes continues
to rise, many local literacy providers are being forced

to make difficult tradeofts between meeting the

demand for ESOL classes and serving ABE students.
Immigrants are a critical new labor source for the
slow-growing New England region.* For many,
gaining English language skills is a critical first step
towards transitioning to life in the United States.
Programs that link work and learning and provide a
continuum of learning opportunities will help immi-
grants achieve self-sufficiency and make significant

contributions to our regional economy.

The number of inmates with low levels of literacy and

educational achievement is significant. ABE programs

PATHWAYS TO ADVANCEMENT FROM ABE 10 FURTHER LEARNING AND BETTER JOBS

EITILTA Few institutionalized partnerships between adult
basic education and other educational and skills training insti-
tutions in New England are designed to create seamless path-
ways to advancement from adult literacy to postsecondary
education. With the growing importance of postsecondary
skills and credentials, these pathways are critical to meeting
labor market skill needs and helping adults qualify for family-
supporting employment.

ELLTA With a few exceptions, state policies and funding
provide neither incentives nor resources for ABE services,
postsecondary education, and skills training programs to build
partnerships that create pathways to advancement. There are
promising examples of pathways to advancement, but these
will remain the exception rather than the rule without strong
incentives to change and the resources necessary to do so.

[ELTLTA Building pathways to advancement through institu-
tionalized partnerships is a mutual responsibility that requires
concerted action by adult basic education and other educa-
tional and skills training institutions.

ELTLTA Rather than considering community colleges as an
alternative to the current system of adult basic education,
there is clear potential to build pathways to a full continuum
of adult education and skills training by supporting innovative

partnerships between ABE providers and community colleges.

ELTTTA Collaboration with employers to assess workplace
skill needs and develop curriculum and contextual learning
practices can ensure that adults learn skills that are actually in
demand. While some ABE providers are responding to
employer needs, they often lack the resources and know-how
to proactively set up workplace-based programs, and few sys-
tems are in place to support structured relationships between
adult basic education and employers.

X Rising to the Literacy Challenge

RECOMMENDATIONS:

H Create pathways to educational and economic
advancement. Local initiatives should be launched in several
the New England states to create articulated pathways to
advancement through institutionalized partnerships among
adult basic education services, community colleges, skills
training institutions, and employers.

B Expand high-quality, workplace-based learning.
Comprehensive systems of workplace-based learning
should be developed, building on exemplary practices in
New England and other regions, that provide contextual
learning, teach high-performance skills, expand access to
economic opportunities, and address labor market skill
needs.

H Develop partnership strategies for integrating adult
education and skills training. States should promote and
support local partnerships among multiple educational and
skills training institutions by creating interagency mecha-
nisms to plan, fund, and oversee a comprehensive approach
to adult basic education, skills training, and postsecondary
education.



are available at some prison facilities in each of the
New England states. However, there is a wide variety
in the quality and structure of these services across
states and institutions. Those inmates receiving educa-
tion and skills training have demonstrated a lower
recidivism rate than those who do not receive such
services. By providing quality education and training
programs in prison as well as transition programs that
connect inmates to work opportunities upon release,
we can reduce recidivism and help those with a prison

record become contributing members of society.

4. Provide adequate funding and capacity to meet
the demand for adult basic education services.

The estimated demand for ABE services in New Eng-
land 1s approximately 850,000 adults (see Table C).
Adult basic education now serves about 81,000 adults,

or about 10 percent of the demand. It does so without

providing enough instructional hours for students to
achieve learning gains of even one grade level. Increas-
ing state and local resources to provide a level of
instruction that would have a meaningful impact on
the educational achievement of those 81,000 adults is a

challenging but achievable short-term benchmark.

Demand for services persists, even given the dramatic
changes since research for this report began in March
2001, when large local and state budget surpluses were
common and a tight labor market made it difficult for
employers to find qualified workers at every level.
Clearly, major shifts have occurred, yet the skills short-
age has not disappeared and poses a serious, long-term
threat to the economic health of New England and its

families.

It is now more important than ever to provide ade-
quate and stable funding for adult basic education

programs. These resources are needed to allow pro-

TARGETED SERVICES TO MEET THE LITERACY NEEDS OF SELECTED POPULATIONS

ELCTA Demand for English for Speakers of Other
Languages is rising more rapidly than demand for other
ABE services and has outpaced capacity.

ELTILTA Increased demand for ESOL is crowding out other
adult literacy services. Immigrants with limited English profi-
ciency are more proactive in getting services, and many
providers have chosen to put resources into ESOL services
and reduce other programs.

ELTILTA ESOL students often start at very low literacy levels.
There is a need for a full continuum of high-quality ESOL serv-
ices that allows students to progress through multiple levels of
ESOL classes and enter articulated pathways to adult literacy
and adult secondary education. ESOL should be a step toward
further education and skills training, not a final destination.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

B Provide a full continuum of quality ESOL services.
There should be easily accessible pathways within adult basic
education from ESOL to adult literacy, and from adult literacy
to adult secondary education programs that lead to high
school credentials.

B Create sustainable adult education systems for

prison inmates. Services should build on and expand the
school district model being used in those New England states
that create fully functioning schools within prison facilities and
provide stable resources. To reduce recidivism, adult educa-
tion services for prison inmates should provide effective transi-
tions to further education, skills training, and reentry to their
communities following release.

ELTILTA For prison inmates, who have an average sixth-
grade literacy level, there is a great need for sustainable adult
literacy services that are linked to occupational skills training.
Effective transitions to further education and skills training
when former inmates reenter their communities are critical
to success, as are supports that assist with reintegration to
society (e.g., housing, family counseling, substance-abuse
prevention).

ELTICTA There is evidence that high-quality ABE can reduce
the likelihood that inmates will return to prison after they are
released.

Jobs for the Future/Nellie Mae Education Foundation  Xi



grams to conduct long-term planning, increase the
capacity of their services, support system changes
needed to address program performance and student
outcomes, and improve the ABE workforce which is
primarily comprised of part-time teachers who are

poorly paid and inadequately trained. Moreover, the

involvement of a broad range of stakeholders who are
committed to advancing the role of adult basic educa-
tion in improving economic outcomes for individuals
and in meeting labor market skills needs is critical for
building both public support and resources for ABE

services.

Xii

FUNDING FOR AND CAPACITY OF ABE SERVICES

LELTOLTA Adult basic education services in New England
resemble a largely stand-alone cottage industry with too few
connections to further education and skills training.

ELTICTA ABE instructors are, for the most part, poorly paid,
part-time teachers who receive inadequate professional devel-
opment and operate without certification standards.

ELTICTA Declining state and federal revenues pose new chal-
lenges to funding for adult basic education. Yet strong, broad-
based support for ABE services and improvement in perform-
ance are particularly important during economic downturns.

LELTLTA Concerns for meeting labor market skill shortages
and helping adults prepare for family-supporting employment
are primary motivations for increased public support and
resources for adult basic education. If economic development
and poverty reduction are not important goals for ABE, it may
lose a key source of increased public support.

ELTICTA Most New England states lacked a clear, unified
policy for providing support services through ABE programs.
The range of approaches included offering no support ser-
vices, providing direct in-house services, and partnering with
community based organizations. Meeting the personal, family,
and work-related needs of ABE students is key to their contin-
ued participation in ABE services and to their ultimate ability
to achieve literacy goals and objectives.

ELTOLTA Adult basic education services in New England
have too little funding to meet the need for services or to
provide an intensity of instruction for all students necessary
to make a learning gain of at least one grade level.

ELTOLIA More money is needed, but money alone is not the
answer. Transforming ABE services into sustainable systems
will require funding that is predictable, long-term, and struc-
tured in ways that support innovation, improve instructional
practices, and build partnerships that create pathways to
advancement.

Rising to the Literacy Challenge

RECOMMENDATIONS:

B Create outcomes-based funding systems. States should
provide strong incentives for change by linking resources for
system change to improving performance on specified short-
term and long-term outcomes. These outcomes would
include, for example, the numbers of students attaining high
school credentials, finding employment, advancing in a career,
and participating in further education and skills training, as well
as the degree to which program graduates meet employer
skill needs.

B Make adult basic education a more professional field.
States and ABE providers should collaboratively address key
teacher-related issues that are barriers to improving instruc-
tional practice, reducing teacher turnover, and making the
field attractive to qualified instructors as a long-term career.

M Support cooperative efforts to provide support
services. It is not practical for every ABE provider to directly
provide student support services, yet these services are critical
to student success. Collaborative efforts that allow ABE and
other providers within a city or region to share support servic-
es would be more efficient. Funding should be made available
to help providers establish community connections and identi-
fy resources for students in need.

B Provide adequate funding to meet demand for services.
As a short-term benchmark, state and local governments in
New England should increase funding over three years to a
level sufficient to provide 150 hours of instruction for those
actively demanding services—an additional $119 million.

Bl Provide resources to improve system performance.
States, community foundations, and other public and private
institutions should support system change by making strategic
investments to improve system performance and achieve
better student outcomes.



PART I

Need for Adult Basic Education Services

EW ENGLAND faces a major skills shortage

that poses a long-term threat to the region’s Table 1. Population Needs and Rate of Access to Services

economic health and limits the ability of Popataton Percent A'::e':'s'i’:; e oevcent
many adults to meet their families’ basic needs. More Level 182" Population  ABE & ESOL™* Need Met
than 4.2 million adults—41 percent of the adult pop- Connecticut 1,070.000 41% 32,470 1,040,000  3.1%
ulation in New England—Ilack the literacy skills to Maine 400,000 42% 11,107 390,000  2.8%
succeed as workers, parents, and citizens in today’s Massachusetts 1,920,000 40% 24488 1,900,000  1.3%
knowledge-based soctety (see Table_ 1)~Am9ng t_hem New Hampshire 310,000 36% 6761 300,000  2.3%
ar.e adults WhOA lack a hlgh school dlpllon.la, immigrants oL 370,000 47% 5235 365000 1.4%

with low English proficiency, and a significant number
. . Vermont 160,000 37% 1,165 160,000 7%

of high school graduates who lack the skills needed

Total 4,230,000 41% 81,226 4,155,000 2.0%

for the new workforce environment.

* Source: NALS data, as calculated by Stephen Reder, ""Synthetic Estimates of Adult Literacy
Proficiency;" available at www.casas.org; 1992 statistical estimate based on population 16+.

Data from the National Adult Literacy Survey show

** Source: Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont 2002
state statistical reports to the U.S. Department of Education. A participant is an adult who receives at
least 12 hours of instruction. See the Appendix: Methodology for more information. Vermont has
recently instituted a new data system and, while the figure presented here is the official figure for
enrollments in PY2002, there is some concern in the state that the system is underreporting
enrollments. PY2001 enrollment figure for Vermont was 4,436.

the gravity of need. We consider that a score below
Level 3 on the NALS reflects inadequate literacy
skills, given broad agreement, on the part of the
National Governors Association and many others, that
the new economy requires literacy skills at that level
or above to succeed in family-supporting employ- _ ) _ _
5 o information and perform simple calculations such as
ment.” In New England, 1.5 million adults are at
NALS Level 1: they can read a little but not well

enough to fill out an application, understand a food

those on an order form.

Adult basic education programs in the six New Eng-
label, or read a simple story to a child; another 2.7 land states currently serve over 80,000 adults, or 2.0

million are at Level 2: they can identify key pieces of percent of those who lack adequate literacy skills.

KeY FINDINGS

1. Structural economic changes have significantly raised the
skills required at every level of employment, including entry-
level work. Many jobs that pay enough to support a family
now require postsecondary education.

2. New England faces a long-term skills shortage that seriously
threatens the region’s economic health. More than 4.2 million
adults—41 percent of the adult population in New England—
lack the skills required in today’s knowledge-based economy.

3. The current role and services of adult basic education in
New England do not adequately meet labor market skill needs
or improve economic outcomes. With the growing impor-
tance of postsecondary education, partnerships that join ABE
services to other educational and skills training institutions
could create seamless pathways to advancement from adult lit-
eracy to postsecondary education.

Jobs for the Future/Nellie Mae Education Foundation



Thus, just 2 out of every 100 adults who are in need
receive services. In short, over 4.1 million New Eng-

landers in need of services cannot get them.

Exacerbating the crisis is a trade-off between the
number of people served and the intensity of services.
For example, while Massachusetts served only 1.3 per-
cent of adults with literacy skills below NALS Level 3,
this was the result in part of a strategic decision to
provide more intense services to fewer people. Other
states serve a higher percentage but with services that

are far less intense (see Part II).

Lack of adequate literacy skills is a problem nationally,
not just in New England. The National Adult Literacy
Survey found that 21 to 23 percent of the U.S. adult
population, or about 44 million people, scored at
Level 1. An additional 25 percent, or 50 million
American adults, scored at Level 2. While some Level
2 literacy skills would have sufticed for many family-
supporting jobs as recently as 20 years ago, success
today requires NALS Level 3 skills. Approximately

95 million adults lack those skills.

Included in the NALS figures are the ever-growing
numbers of immigrants and refugees with limited
English skills. Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode
Island have experienced the largest immigration of
the six New England states, with net immigration
from abroad of 147,834, 73,389, and 16,339, respec-
tively, from 1990 to 1999.° In these states, foreign

immigration has been critical to maintaining a labor

Table 2. Demand for Adult Literacy and ESOL Services

Population in

Demand of Adults
Population ABE and ESOL Accessing % of
at NALS Services (20% ABE and Unmet Demand
Level 1 & 2* of NALS Level 1&2) ESOL** Demand Met
Connecticut 1,070.000 214,000 32,470 181,000 17.9%
Maine 400,000 80,000 11,107 69,000 16.0%
Massachusetts 1,920,000 384,000 24,488 360,000 6.8%
New Hampshire 310,000 62,000 6,761 55,000 12.3%
Rhode Island 370,000 74,000 5,235 69,000 7.6%
Vermont 160,000 32,000 1,165 31,000 3.8%
Total 4,230,000 846,000 81,226 765,000 10.6%

* Source: NALS data, as calculated by Stephen Reder, "Synthetic Estimates of Adult Literacy
Proficiency;" available at wuwnw.casas.org; 1992 statistical estimate based on population 16+.

** Source: Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont 2002
state statistical reports to the U.S. Department of Education. A participant is an adult who receives at
least 12 hours of instruction. See the Appendix: Methodology for more information. Vermont has
recently instituted a new data system and, while the figure presented here is the official figure for
enrollments in PY2002, there is some concern in the state that the system is underreporting
enrollments. PY2001 enrollment figure for Vermont was 4,436
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force adequate to fuel continued economic growth.
For that reason, addressing the basic skills challenges of

immigrants is critical to the region’s economic health.

Other studies have found a similar gap between the
skills of many Americans and the skills employers
require. According to an annual survey conducted by
the American Management Association, more than 33
percent of job applicants tested for basic skills by U.S.
corporations in 1999 lacked the necessary reading,
writing, and math skills to do the jobs they sought.
This represented a significant increase from 1997,
when the percentage of skill-deficient applicants was
only 22.8 percent (American Management Associa-

tion 2001).

“Employers are continually surprised by the lack of
basic skills they find among their employees,” reported
a representative of the Maine Governor’s Training Ini-
tiative when interviewed by Jobs for the Future. “Jobs
have changed, and people now need difterent skills
but don’t have the foundation to build on.” Over and
over again, employers say they need employees with
basic language and math skills adequate for perform-
ing work tasks and providing the foundation for
learning higher-level technical and general workplace
skills. Only an integrated skills development system
that offers a continuum of training from basic literacy

to advanced job skills can meet that need.

Still, it is unrealistic to ask adult basic education
providers who currently serve 80,000 adults to serve
an additional 4.1 million students. Instead, Jobs for the
Future has defined demand for services as the number of
adults who lack literacy skills and acknowledge a need
for services. As Table 2 shows, this estimate places the
current demand at 846,000 adults in New England,;
adult literacy and ESOL services now meet approxi-
mately 10.6 percent of that demand. This number
provides a realistic baseline for creating benchmarks

of progress.

This demand persists, even given dramatic changes
since research for this report began in March 2001,
when large local and state budget surpluses were com-
mon and a tight labor market made if difficult for
many employers to find qualified workers at every
level. Clearly, there have been major shifts, yet the
skills shortage has not changed and continues to pose
a serious, long-term threat to the economic health of
New England and its families. It is now more impor-

tant than ever to increase the capacity of adult basic



education to meet demand for services while simulta-
neously improving program performance and student
outcomes. Moreover, the involvement of a broad
range of stakeholders who are committed to advanc-
ing the role of adult basic education in improving
economic outcomes for individuals and in meeting
labor market skill needs is critical for building both

public support and resources for ABE services.

THE NEw LITERACY CHALLENGE

Underlying the new literacy challenge are structural
changes in the economy and the reorganization of
work that have dramatically raised the bar for the skills
needed at every level, including entry-level work.
Large numbers of low-skill, high-wage manufacturing
jobs have disappeared, replaced to a large extent by
service-sector jobs that pay lower wages and offer
fewer benefits while requiring higher skills. Employers
expect more, and more varied, competencies from
employees, as well as the ability to learn new tasks and
adapt to changing job requirements. As firms have
restructured to be more competitive, the responsibili-
ties of front-line workers and the breadth of tasks
expected of them have increased significantly (see

Table 3).

Growing Importance of Postsecondary Education

More than ever, education is the great divide separ-
ating the economic haves from the have-nots. This is
as true for communities and their economies as it is
for individuals and families. And postsecondary educa-
tion is increasingly replacing the high school diploma
as the primary gatekeeper to this divide: rather than
an end in itself, a high school diploma is increasingly
valuable as a step toward further educational and
economic advancement. The earnings gap between
adults who have postsecondary credentials and those
who do not has widened significantly in recent
decades. While an estimated 80 percent of new jobs in
America will require some postsecondary education,
only 42 percent of entering ninth graders leave high
school with the skills that are necessary for college
(McCabe 2000).

This new literacy challenge—significantly higher skill
requirements and the increased importance of post-
secondary education—calls for a response from adult
basic education services that were designed when few
Americans graduated from high school and basic liter-

acy sufficed for family-supporting employment.

Table 3. New Skills for Today’s Workplace

Element

Old System

New System

Workplace organization

Hierarchical

Flat

Function/specialized

Networks of
multi/cross-
functional teams

Rigid Flexible
Job design Narrow Broad
Do one job Do many jobs

Repetitive /simplified /
standardized

Multiple
responsibilities

Employee skills

Specialized

Multi/cross-skilled

Workforce management

Command,/control systems

Self-management

Communications

Top down

Widely diffused

Need to know

Big picture

Decision-making

Chain of command

Decentralized

responsibility

Direction Standard /fixed Procedures under
operating procedures constant change

Worker autonomy Low High

Employee knowledge Narrow Broad

of organization

Source: U.S. Departments of Commerce, Education, the National Institute of Literacy, and the Small

Business Administration 1999.

Changes in the Welfare System

Fundamental changes in the welfare system have also
increased the need for ABE services and created new
challenges. The Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act limits an individual
to five years of public benefits and replaces that safety
net with employment. Large numbers of adults with
inadequate literacy skills now must enter the work-
force to support themselves and their children, even as
their ability to participate in education and skills
training is more limited. About 41 percent of the pre-
PRWORA welfare caseload had less than a high
school education, and the percentage of low-literacy
adults would be much higher if actual skill levels were

tested (Zedlewski 1999).

The challenge that changes in the welfare system pose
to ABE services is illustrated by the Vermont Adult
Learning Program in St. Albans,Vermont. Until July
2001,Vermont’s welfare program operated under an

exemption from the work requirements of the nation-

Jobs for the Future/Nellie Mae Education Foundation



al welfare reform law. Under the exemption, the Ver-
mont Adult Learning Program and other adult literacy
programs in the state operated Getting Ready to Work,
an effort designed to build academic and job-related

skills for recipients pursuing high school diplomas or

GEDs and employment. Now, state agencies and liter
acy providers are struggling with how to prepare this
population for work, and quickly. St. Albans is part of
a collaborative partnership trying to address these
issues. Meeting the education and life skills needs of
these participants will be a major focus for St. Albans

in the coming months.

Blurring Boundaries Between Education and Skills
Training: A New Meaning of Literacy

With the traditional boundaries between education
and workforce training blurring, both academic com-
petencies and high-performance skills have become
essential in both school and the workplace. For exam-
ple, the National Institute for Literacy’s Equipped for
the Future standards, which describe “what adults need
to know and be able to do in the 21st century,” create
a new meaning of literacy (Stein 2000). Moving

beyond a narrow definition of basic skills as the
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“3 Rs,” the standards place communication, decision-
making, interpersonal, and lifelong learning skills at

the center of literacy:

o Communications skills: Read with understanding, con-
vey ideas in writing, speak so others can understand,

listen actively, and observe critically;

* Decision-making skills: Use math to solve problems,

make decisions, and plan;

o Interpersonal skills: Cooperate with others, advocate
and influence, resolve conflict and negotiate, and

guide others;

* Lifelong learning skills: Take responsibility for learning,
reflect and evaluate, learn through research, and use

information and communications technology.

Change is also evident in K-12 education, where
high-performance competencies, previously thought
of solely as workplace competencies, are coming to
be seen as essential for success in school as well as the
workplace. A number of states, including New
Hampshire and Connecticut in New England, are
incorporating high-performance skills into standards-

based reform and state learning standards.



PArT II

Funding and Capacity of State ABE Systems

dult basic education, as presently funded and

organized, is ill-prepared to play an effective role

in helping meet New England’s literacy challenge.
In many respects, it bears more resemblance to a cot-
tage industry than to a coherent, sustainable, service
delivery system. In Massachusetts, the Governor’s Task
Force to Reform Adult Education and Worker Train-
ing described the workforce development system,
including adult basic education, as a “non-system” that
“has grown up over the years on an ad hoc, piecemeal
basis, resulting in dozens of discrete, often disconnect-
ed programs run by a wide variety of independent,
but overlapping state and local agencies . . . [A]lthough

there are many high-functioning programs, the whole

adds up to less than the sum of its parts” (Governor’s
Task Force 2001).

In Vermont, an interagency committee concluded that
ABE capacity is limited by inadequate funding, frag-
mented and fragile service delivery structures, weak
performance accountability, and a range of services
that lacks the breadth and intensity of learning oppor-
tunities adults need. The chief of the Bureau of Career
and Adult Education in Connecticut expressed her
frustration at the lack of an ABE system. Programs
vary in the number of hours they are open, their stu-
dent/teacher ratios, and the variety of programs they

offer. As programs seek to meet local needs, some will

Key FINDINGS

1. Adult basic education services in New England have too

little funding to meet the need for services or to provide an
intensity of instruction for all students necessary to make a
learning gain of at least one grade level.

2. More money is needed, but money alone is not the answer.
Transforming ABE services into sustainable systems will
require funding that is predictable, long-term, and structured
in ways that support innovation, improve instructional
practices, and build partnerships that create pathways to
advancement.

3. In most New England states, adult basic education services
resemble a stand-alone cottage industry with too few
connections to further education and skills training.

4. ABE instructors are, for the most part, poorly paid, part-
time teachers who receive inadequate professional
development and operate without certification standards.

5. Declining state and federal revenues pose new challenges to
funding for adult basic education. Yet strong, broad-based
support for ABE services and improvement in performance is
particularly important during economic downturns.

6. Concerns for meeting labor market skill shortages and
helping adults prepare for family-supporting employment are
primary motivations for increased public support and
resources for adult basic education. If economic development
and poverty reduction are not important goals for ABE, it may
lose a key source of increased public support.

7. Most New England states lacked a clear, unified policy for
providing support services through ABE programs. The range
of approaches included offering no support services, providing
direct in-house services, and partnering with community-based
organizations. Meeting the personal, family, and work-related
needs of ABE students is key to their continued participation in
ABE services and to their ultimate ability to achieve literacy
goals and objectives.
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be able to expand their range of services to include
connections to employers and support services, while

others will struggle to provide basic programs.

There is growing awareness of the need to transform
ABE into an integrated, institutionalized system. For
example, the Governor’s Task Force called for inte-
grating Massachusetts’ policy-making and resources,
creating integrated performance measures that cut
across programs and agencies, and integrating service
delivery at the local level through industry sector
teams that involve multiple companies, agencies, and

programs (Governor’s Task Force 2001).

The obstacles to an integrated system fall into two

major categories: funding and instructional capacity.

FUNDING ISSUES

Four interrelated issues lie at the heart of how funding
limits the capacity of adult basic education in New
England to rise to the new literacy challenge—and
the changes that are needed for funding to drive

system reform:

* More funding is clearly needed. The present level
of funding only meets the needs of a fraction of the
adults who lack adequate literacy skills. Nor is cur-
rent funding enough to provide the instructional
hours that would enable all those who do receive
services to make a learning gain of at least one

grade level.

» Unpredictable, short-term funding prevents ABE
providers from making long-term plans and invest-
ments. Stable, long-term funding is necessary for

adult basic education to become a true system.

Table 4. Public Resources, Program Year 2002*

State &

Total Local

Public as %

Federal State Local Funding*  of Total

Connecticut 5,392,101 16,815,000 15,782,493 37,989,594 86%
Maine 1,596,263 4,133,379 1,015,593 6,745,235 76%
Massachusetts 10,509,856 29,586,565 16,033,075 56,129,496 82%
New Hampshire 1,669,886 748,089 890,266 3,308,241 49%
Rhode Island 2,620,545 312,000 1,000,000 3,932,545 33%
Vermont 1,001,079 2,761,401 360,855 4,123,335 76%
Total 22,789,730 54,356,437 35,082,282 112,228,446 80%

* Includes public resources only; does not include other funds that may supplement programs.

Source: 2002 state narrative reports to the U.S. Department of Education and Jobs for the Future
interviews with state directors of adult education. Funding figures are_for PY2002 with the exception
of Maine’s, which are from PY 2001.
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e Too few resources are available for innovation,
improving instructional practice, or building struc-
tured partnerships with postsecondary institutions
and employers in ways that create seamless pathways
to advancement from adult literacy to postsecondary
skills and credentials.

* There is a general lack of outcome-based perform-
ance standards that measure economic outcomes
and advancement beyond ABE. Performance-based
funding mechanisms can provide incentives for
change if additional resources are tied to improved
performance and if results are based on priorities for
change, such as short-term and long-term employ-
ment and entry into education and skills training
beyond ABE. Massachusetts has taken a significant
step forward on this issue with its use of SMARTT
(System for Managing Accountability and Results
Through Technology), which tracks performance

outcomes.

The ABE system in New England is funded to a large
extent by a relatively unpredictable appropriation of
state and federal dollars; these funds are awarded on a
competitive basis, primarily to non-profit providers,
community-based organizations, and school districts.
Although several states provide multi-year grants,
these awards are subject to funding availability and
program performance reviews. As a result, it is very
difficult for most ABE providers to do long-term
planning, consider major capital investment, or under-
take innovative programming without substantial out-
side support from foundations and other private
sources. The situation is quite different for other pub-
licly funded adult education: for community colleges
and state college and university systems, major state
appropriations go directly to large institutions with

permanent infrastructure.

The primary sources of ABE funding in New Eng-
land are federal dollars through the U.S. Department
of Education, matching state dollars (primarily from
state departments of education and corrections), and
matching local dollars from school districts and local
towns (see Table 4). Some states provide limited ABE
resources through a variety of targeted economic

development programs.’

State and Local Support

A look at state and local support for adult literacy

services illustrates the priority each state places on



these programs. In New England, only Connecticut
and Massachusetts have increased their ABE funding
enough in recent years to significantly improve the
way services are delivered. With an innovative funding
structure and a strong state commitment to ABE,
Connecticut has increased total ABE funding from
$1 million in 1983 to over $16.8 million in 2002.
State funding for ABE services in Massachusetts
increased from $600,000 in 1982 to $29.6 million in
2002. New Hampshire increased the adult literacy
budget 25 percent in the biennial budget two years
ago and received a 50 percent increase in the FY
2002/FY 2003 budget to $750,000. In stark contrast,
Vermont, Maine, and Rhode Island have essentially
flat-line funded ABE for several years.Vermont advo-
cates fought for a 7 percent increase in the FY 2001
budget; facing state budget constraints, they won a

3 percent increase and achieved a 12 percent increase
in FY 2002. Maine included a 6 percent increase in
the FY 2002 budget but is facing a potential cut of up
to 3 percent in its FY 2003 budget.

The percent of total spending provided by state and
local governments is another indicator of the level of
commitment to adult basic education (see Table 5). In
Connecticut, state and local resources account for 86
percent of total ABE spending; 81 percent in Massa-
chusetts; and in Vermont and Maine, state and local
governments commit approximately 76 percent of
total ABE resources. But state and local spending
make up only about 49 percent of ABE resources in

New Hampshire and just 33 percent in Rhode Island.

Other measures of commitment are the average
expenditure per enrolled student and the average
number of hours of instruction provided. Massachu-
setts had the highest average expenditure, $2,292 per
student, followed by Connecticut at $1,170 per stu-
dent. At the other end of the spectrum, New Hamp-
shire has just $489 in available expenditure per stu-
dent.Vermont’s resources averaged out to $3,539 per
enrolled student in 2002. This jumped from $720 in
2001 and may be more a factor of a new data system
for tracking and reporting enrollments than a signifi-

cant change n program strategy.

Intensity of services is yet another measure of
commitment. In achieving this, helping students
access classes is key. Adult students need access to
structural supports to help them balance their life,

work, and school demands in order to fully participate

Table 5. Indicators of Commitment to ABE, Program Year 2002

Average Average Class-

State and Local Expenditures** room Hours

as % of Total per Enrolled per Student

Public Funding* Student per Year

Connecticut 86% 1,170 86
Maine 76% 607 41
Massachusetts 81% 2,292 119
New Hampshire 49% 489 61
Rhode Island 33% 751 49
Vermont 76% 3,539 49

* Includes public sources only; does not include other funds that may supplement programs.

** These figures are the total ABE resources for program as well as administrative and overhead costs
divided out over the total number of students enrolled.

Source: 2002 state narrative reports to the U.S. Department of Education and Jobs for the Future
interviews with state directors of adult education.

Table 6. Public Resources to Provide 150 Instructional Hours
Those Actively Demanding Services*

Cost of
Total Cost Hours 150 Hours for Additional
Current per per Those Actively Resources
Resources** Student Student Demanding Services Needed
Connecticut 37,989,594 1,170 86 43,670,930 5,681,336
Maine 6,745,235 607 41 17,765,854 11,020,619
Massachusetts 56,129,496 2,292 119 110,940,504 54,811,008
New Hampshire 3,308,241 489 61 7,455,246 4,147,005
Rhode Island 3,932,545 751 49 17,012,449 13,079,904
Vermont 4,123,335 3,539 49 34,667,755 30,544,420
Total 112,228,446 231,512,738 119,284,292

*The Massachusetts Institute for a New Commonwealth found that 150 hours of instruction are
necessary to move 75 percent of students up one grade level (MassINC 2000). The Massachusetts
Adult Education Committee found that 20 percent of adults at NALS Levels 1 and 2 acknowledge
a need to improve their literacy skills and just 10 percent of that population actively seeks out ABE
services. This chart reflects the cost of providing 150 hours of instruction to the 10 percent of those
adults who need services and are actively seeking them.

** Includes public resources only; does not include other funds that may supplement programs.

Source: 2002 state narrative reports to the U.S. Department of Education and Jobs for the Future
interviews with state directors of adult education

in the classroom and achieve learning gains. The
Massachusetts Institute for a New Commonwealth
has found that 150 hours of instruction are necessary
to achieve a learning gain of at least one grade level
among 75 percent of students (MassINC 2000). Many
states offer over 150 hours of instruction to students.
However, no New England state comes close to pro-
viding that intensity of services. Massachusetts does
best, with an average of 119 instructional hours per
student; in the next highest state, Connecticut, stu-

dents access an average of 86 hours of instruction.

Jobs for the Future has estimated that it would cost
an additional $119 million for the six New England
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states to meet a challenging yet achievable short-term
benchmark: providing an average of 150 hours of
instruction for those actively demanding services

(see Table 6). Bringing all states up to the level of 150
hours of instruction per student would result in a
marked improvement in learning gains. This would
be an important step toward meeting the acknowl-
edged demand for adult literacy and ESOL services
with an intensity of services that would allow students

to make meaningful learning gains.

National experts and nearly everyone in the region
interviewed for this report agree that hours of instruc-
tion, both for basic adult literacy and for ESOL, are
critical to success, as defined by achieving learning
gains and moving up through educational attainment
levels. But despite a consensus that more hours are
better, and data that appear to support that view, there
are few standards anywhere in the nation for the
number of hours that constitute an “adequate” adult
education. In all six New England states, programs
continually must choose between providing a greater
intensity of instruction or touching as many students

as possible.

The governing philosophy of quantity vs. quality
varies widely, however, from state to state and from
program to program. Massachusetts has made a strate-
gic decision to provide a higher intensity of services
for fewer students. It provides the most hours per stu-
dent but also serves the fewest adults with limited lit-

eracy, 1.3 percent.

Inadequate Funding

Inadequate funding is a two-fold problem. First, only
2.0 percent of all adults who lack adequate literacy

Table 7. ABE Expenditures per Low-Literacy Adult*

Average Expenditure per
Resident at NALS Level 1 & 2

Connecticut $35.50
Maine $16.86
Massachusetts $29.23
New Hampshire $10.67
Rhode Island $10.63
Vermont $25.77

* Calculated based on NALS data and public resources shown in Tables 4,5
and 6.
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skills receive services. Second, no state provides servic-
es that are intense enough even for those who receive
help. Compared to the number of adults who lack
adequate literacy, rather than to the number of stu-
dents served, the issue becomes even more dramatic:
average resources range from $10.63 for every Rhode
Island adult below NALS Level 3 to a high of $35.50
per adult in Connecticut (see Table 7).

In every New England state, attempts to increase
ABE funding face serious political obstacles, with
three major reasons for resistance to substantially
higher public funding. First, legislators—and voters—
are concerned that ABE is substituting for what they
already pay for within the public school system. Sec-
ond, there is concern over the perceived public cost of
immigration. Finally, as many state ABE directors will
admit, ABE systems have not made a convincing case
for increased public investments. They have not per-
formed serious cost-benefit analyses, and they rarely
demonstrate the direct public value of ABE invest-

ments.

The potential for declining state and federal revenues
during an economic downturn could heighten the
challenges to adequately funding adult basic educa-
tion. As pressure increases to cut state budgets, it will
be more important than ever to demonstrate the pub-
lic value of ABE services in promoting economic

development.®

Promising Funding Strategies

Transforming ABE into a sustainable system will
require not only more funding but also changes in
how adult basic education is funded. It will depend
upon funding that is more predictable and long-term.
And it will require resources for innovation and
change, as well as funding mechanisms that provide

incentives for performance improvement.

There are promising funding strategies to build on in
each of these areas. Some come from the ABE field,
while others come from other educational and skills
training fields. Some come from New England, while

others come from difterent regions.

Connecticut and Maine, unlike the other New Eng-
land states, tie state and federal funds to school district
matches, a mechanism that adds some funding flexi-
bility. Maine provides its ABE funding through school
districts, using a formula that takes into account the

amount of resources communities designate for adult



literacy services, then awards state dollars accordingly.
The more local support, the larger the state grant.Ver-
mont, Massachusetts, and Maine provide additional
long-term funding by allocating funds to providers for
longer periods of time. Vermont and Massachusetts

provide five-year grants and Maine, four-year grants.

Connecticut also allocates ABE funds to school dis-
tricts, and it has ABE instructors as school district staff.
The state funds leverage local resources: Connecticut’s
requirement for local school district matches, in com-
bination with the strong state support for ABE, pro-
vides a stable base of state and local funding that is the
highest among the New England states.” Each school
district must provide ABE services (i.e., ESOL,ABE,
citizenship education, and high school completion),
and the state bases reimbursement on a
population/income sliding scale, from 65 percent in
poorer urban areas to nothing in the wealthier

suburbs. !0

Connecticut’s substantial local-district-matching
requirement allows it to utilize federal ABE funds sep-
arately from locally and state-funded services. Federal
ABE funds under Title II are competitively bid and
target family literacy, workplace education, workplace
preparation, and innovative program development. For
many districts, though, the match is a serious chal-
lenge. While Connecticut allows districts to raise
match funds from general interest adult education
programs, school districts do not receive their full state

grant if they cannot raise their match.

Connecticut illustrates how adult basic education can
be a cost-effective strategy to increase high school
graduation rates. For example, the per-student cost of
the Middletown Adult Education Program, an alter-
native high school program, is $2,300 to $3,000, about
one-third of per-pupil spending in the public school
system. Because school districts are required to
achieve certain graduation rates, connecting dropouts
to MAEP has become a cost-effective means of
achieving outcomes, and it has gained significant sup-
port from local school districts. The districts provide
educational services to youth, so they have consistent-
ly committed resources to building MAEP as part of
their mandate.

From outside the ABE field, entrepreneurial commu-
nity colleges are making customized training for
employers a major new source of revenue, using an

approach to seeking new customers and developing

new revenue sources that holds promise for ABE
providers as well. This approach would be particularly
appropriate for delivering workplace-based ABE serv-

ices to employers.

A related funding issue is that few resources are avail-
able for ABE program innovation, improving instruc-
tional practices, or creating connections and partner-
ships. Many providers face an ongoing struggle just to
continue providing services and have little capacity to
focus on innovation, organizational development, or
continuous improvement. Until states target resources
at innovation, ABE services will have little capacity to
change. In 2001, the state of Washington directed 30
percent of all welfare education and skills training
funds toward developing and implementing curricula

and programs focused on retention and advancement.

Performance-based funding mechanisms create the
incentives needed for system change. If the goal is to
increase the capacity of ABE services, then resources
must connect with improved performance and out-
comes in these areas. For example, the California Part-
nership for Excellence is a mutual commitment by
the state and the community college system to pro-
vide increased funding in return for meeting challeng-
ing benchmarks for the number of students who
receive degrees and certificates, transfer to four-year
institutions, complete apprenticeship and vocational
courses, and improve basic skills at least one level. This
innovative agreement between the state and the com-
munity college system provides significant resources
to community colleges for innovation, capacity-build-
ing, performance improvement, and partnership

development.

INsTRUCTIONAL CAPACITY

Significant teacher-related challenges must be
addressed in order to increase the professionalism of
ABE and make the field more attractive. Instructors
are generally dedicated and well-educated, but they
are also largely part-time and lack standardized certifi-
cation, adequate professional development, or oppor-
tunities for full-time career employment. Few certifi-
cation standards are tied to competencies required for
adult basic education, and few programs prepare quali-
fied ABE instructors. To a large degree, the long-term
success of New England’s ABE systems depends upon
the ability to recruit, retain, and develop quality

nstructors.
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Four teacher-related challenges need to be addressed
to substantially improve ABE delivery systems. These

issues are:
* The lack of full-time teaching positions;

* The need for certification standards and professional
development;

* The need for new instructional practices; and

* The need for support services.

Lack of Full-Time Teaching Positions

ABE services do not offer enough full-time positions,
at competitive salaries and benefits, to attract enough
long-term, qualified instructors. For the most part, ABE
teachers are part-time instructors or, in New Hamp-
shire and Vermont, largely volunteers.!! Yet even the
statistics on the number of instructors underestimate
the problem, because “full-time” is defined simply as a
teaching more than 20 hours per week. Jobs for the
Future found that many teachers listed as full-time
actually work less than 35 hours per week, and many

ABE programs operate with a skeletal full-time staft.

The issue of part-time versus full-time is complex. All
interviewees agreed that the value of full-time, quali-
fied teachers dedicated to adult basic education could
not be overstated, and many programs indicated that
they would like to hire more full-time teachers. Part-
time positions provide programs with flexibility and
help create greater diversity among staff, but they do
not offer long-term stability, and many ABE programs
face chronically high staff turnover. This has become
increasingly important as many ABE instructors

approach retirement.

Most state program directors and ABE experts agree
that, budget limitations and flexibility aside, adequate
funding to support well-paid, full-time staff can only
help the ABE system in the long run. Transforming
ABE into an institutionalized system will require the
creation of additional full-time positions, with com-
petitive salaries and benefits that can attract qualified
instructors with a long-term commitment to the

field.12

Certification Standards and
Professional Development

Perhaps even more important than creating additional
full-time positions is addressing the issues of teacher

professional development and certification. A rigorous
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certification process can be built around a core set of
teaching and content competencies, as well as require-
ments for ongoing professional development. And a
good certification process can be structured to include
part-time and volunteer instructors. Certification
standards tied to teacher preparation and professional
development can form the core of a high-perform-

ance ABE system.

Maine and Connecticut have established certification
requirements for all adult basic education imstructors.
Maine requires that teachers have a K-12 teaching cer-
tificate and an adult education certificate. Most teach-
ers with secondary education credentials can meet the
standards for the adult education certificate. ABE
instructors in Maine must take certification classes in
English, social studies, math, and science. They apply to
the state for an adult education certificate and must
participate in twelve hours of skill development classes
each year. Every five years, ABE instructors must reap-
ply for certification. Connecticut ABE teachers must

have certification in adult education.

In 2001, the Massachusetts legislature enacted legisla-
tion that creates teacher licensing guidelines, but the
state does not require ABE teachers to hold a license
because these guidelines are new. The Massachusetts
ABE teachers license is the first stand-alone license
(not predicated on a pre K-12 license) in the nation to
be recognized by its state department of education
and for its rigor and stature/equivalency to other
teacher licenses. However, individual programs can set
their own standards for teachers, and a license may
become more desirable as providers seek teachers who
possess certain skills and can help achieve the out-

comes necessary to obtain state funding.

New Hampshire requires certification for teachers in
its Adult High School programs, but a local program
may have that requirement waived. Other ABE or
adult tutorial program instructors have no certifica-
tion requirement. Rhode Island does not require cer-
tification to teach ABE, and each program sets its own
standards. Vermont does not require a certification to
teach ABE, but most ABE teachers hold K-12 certifi-
cations, and some programs require their instructors

to have K-12 certification.

Instructor certification and professional development
go hand in hand, and the ABE field itself understands
the need for increased professionalization through con-
tinuous training and skills upgrading. At the 2000 Adult



Literacy Summit sponsored by the National Center
for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy, teacher
focus groups determined that it was an essential prior-
ity to “establish a comprehensive network of profes-
sional development opportunities so all adult educa-
tors can gain and regularly upgrade appropriate skills
and knowledge” (National Literacy Summit 2000).

Interviews with ABE professionals, as well as the
available literature, suggest that instructors desperately
need upgraded professional development in several
areas, including working with learning disabled adults,
motivating adult learners who failed in classroom set-
tings, integrating home and work contexts into teach-
ing materials and methods, and teaching ABE skills at
the workplace. According to the Connecticut Com-
missioner of Education, staff development may be the
most important challenge for the future of ABE in

his state.

Yet adequate systems are not in place even in Maine
and Connecticut, states well advanced in ABE teacher
preparation and certification. In Stamford, Connecti-
cut, for example, the local community college offers
the area’s only class to prepare ABE teachers, and that
class is offered only once a year, from 4:00 p.m. to
7:00 p.m. On the other hand, Connecticut has initiat-
ed an important step toward professional development
for ABE instructors through a partnership with the
Capitol Region Education Council, a quasi-public
organization that trains ABE instructors in workplace-
based ABE instruction. CREC is supported by a grant
from the state ABE office, a critical feature made pos-

sible by Connecticut’s unique funding structure.

Massachusetts awards $3 million a year to one central
and five regional resources centers that provide ABE
programs with program and staff development. The
System for Adult Basic Education Support is a formal-
ized professional development program that ofters
comprehensive training and technical assistance for

adult education and literacy providers.

Maine’s Center for Adult Learning and Literacy
receives federal and state funding for professional
development of ABE instructors and program direc-
tors. The center sees its mission as keeping abreast of
developments in the state and national adult literacy
communities, and connecting those developments to
practitioners in the field. The center has eight training
priorities: reading instruction, standards development,

integrated technology, ESOL, learning disabilities,
family literacy, data collection, and assessment of
learners’ progress. This past year, the center placed a
priority on training for teaching adults with learning
disabilities, and it has sought funding to support pro-
fessional development on that topic.

In the long run, improving the quality of ABE
instruction will require significantly higher prepara-
tion and certification standards. This is likely to lessen
the ability of programs to recruit instructors unless
resources are increased enough to make salaries com-

petitive with those for other teaching opportunities.

The Need for New Instructional Practices

The literacy challenge in New England requires
instructional practices that can help students meet
more rigorous standards for academic and high-per-
formance skills. Adult basic education will need to
incorporate not only characteristics of promising
practices for ABE but also for community colleges and
alternative programs for out-of-school youth. It must
also build on what research shows about how adults
learn and, in particular, how they learn the high-per-

formance skills valued in school and in the workplace.

The fact that millions of adults in New England have
dropped out of high school or graduated without
adequate skills demonstrates the need for teaching
practices that are more eftective. For many people, the
passive, fragmented, and abstract learning common in
schools impedes mastery and application of learning.
Many adults respond better to instructional methods
that are contextualized, activity-based, and relevant to

real goals.

A study of exemplary programs that integrated basic
skills training into welfare-to-work programs identi-
fied promising instructional practices and organiza-
tional strategies for high-quality ABE services (Mur-
phy and Johnson 1998).These practices and strategies
point to a new direction for developing a system of
adult basic education services that can meet the new

literacy challenge in New England (see box, next page).

Jobs for the Future’s research on eftective community
college practices for serving low-income students
points to promising avenues for promoting education-
al and economic advancement that are equally impor-
tant for adult basic education (Liebowitz, Haynes, and
Milley 2001). ABE programs that seek to help ESOL

Jobs for the Future/Nellie Mae Education Foundation



Promising Adult Basic Education Practices and Strategies

M Student goals drive teaching and learning. Individual learning and career
plans help students develop short- and long-term education and career
goals. These plans, in turn, provide motivation for lifelong learning in

pathways to advancement within and beyond adult basic education.

B Academic and occupational learning are integrated so that adults learn
academic competencies and high-performance skills in a real-world
context that is tied to their goals. Learning in the classroom is combined

with hands-on learning in the workplace and community.

M Contextual learning is the centerpiece of curriculum and pedagogy.
Real-life issues of work, family, and community provide a rich context to
make learning relevant and meaningful. Curriculum and teaching materials

incorporate occupational context to make learning relevant.

B Multiple federal, state, and private funding streams are integrated into a
seamless set of comprehensive services that meet the diverse needs of the

people and communities they serve.

M There is a strong institutional focus on continuous improvement
through ongoing staff development and use of outcome-based

performance data.

students or adults who enter with very low literacy
skills need to provide pathways that create effective
bridges between multiple levels of ESOL, multiple
levels of adult basic education, and adult secondary
education where adults can gain high school skills and
credentials. With the growing importance of postsec-
ondary education, it is critical to develop structured
partnerships with postsecondary institutions and
employers in order to provide clear connections to
educational and economic advancement beyond adult
basic education.

It is in the work-based learning realm that ABE
providers may have the most interesting opportunities
to accelerate student learning and better engage and
serve employers. For the most part, the workplace-
based ABE providers Jobs for the Future interviewed
described services that are essentially identical to those
taught in classrooms, except that they are more con-
venient to employees and employers and respond to
an explicit, employer-identified need, such as ESOL

or basic math.
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There are many examples of workplace-based initia-
tives that integrate workplace language, concepts,
issues, and culture into ABE course materials. For
example, the innovative Malden Mills project in
Lawrence, Massachusetts, integrates ABE learning
with workplace content, with evidence of great gains
from increased motivation through incentives and
direct practical application. In Providence, Rhode
Island, work-based classes are a major part of the Gen-
esis Center’s ABE program, and the center dedicates
the time of one full-time staff member to developing
relationships with local employers and identifying
opportunities for on-site training programs. Currently,
the center operates three such programs: a basic ESOL
class, a GED preparation class, and, in an innovative
twist, a Spanish class for managers. According to the
program director, many employers now recognize that
employees need access to adult literacy courses, and he
believes that many more employers may be coming to

the center for services.

THE NEED FOR SUPPORT SERVICES

ABE providers, like their counterparts in the K-12
system, are increasingly called upon to provide a range
of support services to their students. Some of this
demand comes with new populations, such as immi-
grants who experience a wide range of personal, fam-
ily, and work-related challenges as they are integrated
into their new communities. Other demands relate
directly to the challenges facing individuals at the
lower end of the skill and job market; such service
requirements occur even in largely rural New Hamp-
shire and Maine.

Many people with low literacy skills face other poten-
tially disruptive problems as well. In most cities, wel-
fare reform and welfare-to-work programs have pro-
vided first-hand experience with those problems: lack
of access to child care, adequate housing, and trans-
portation; mental illness and substance abuse; domestic
abuse; and poor health, with high occurrences of asth-
ma and certain other diseases. Adult basic education
programs, which are chronically underfunded for their
primary mission, rarely have the resources to diagnose
and support people dealing with these issues, yet
access to support services is critical for keeping stu-
dents in the classroom.

Learning disabilities present an additional factor to

consider—one that is directly relevant to learning and



literacy. Adults who have difficulties with listening,
thinking, speaking, reading, or writing are likely to
experience problems that significantly aftect their aca-
demic achievement and their lives in general (Nation-
al Institute for Literacy 1998).

While adult basic education students undoubtedly
have a wide and growing range of support service
needs, there is also a wide range of views within the
ABE system about whether it can or should be
expected to take on support service demands.'® This
range of views was expressed across programs, within
states, and most of the New England states lacked a
clear, unified policy for service delivery among pro-
grams. Obviously, the primary factor determining
whether a program undertook to deliver support
services, besides its overall philosophy, is access to
resources. Those programs that prioritized support
services tended to be entrepreneurial, raising funds
from a wide range of public and private sources to
supplement state and federal ABE funds.

Particularly in urban areas, ABE providers are often an

important link between immigrant and low-income

families and support services; the more “wrap-around”
services they can provide their students, the better
educational results they will achieve. Students at the
Genesis Center, one of the best examples of this
“wrap-around” approach, view it as a community cen-
ter. In addition to a full complement of ABE and
ESOL services, the center provides on-site childcare,
health programs (e.g., diabetes screening, safe sex
workshops), housing assistance, a social worker, and

basic health care for children, including immunizations.

A middle-ground approach is to partner with other
social service providers. Second Start in Concord,
New Hampshire, has an on-site day care center. It also
provides counseling for its students through referrals
to agencies the center has worked with for many
years. Taking a difterent approach, the Providence
Adult Learning Center partners with its host facility,
the Providence YMCA, which runs a full-service day
care center. Because of this “co-location,” students can
leave their children in day care while they are taking
ABE classes.

Jobs for the Future/Nellie Mae Education Foundation
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PAarT III

Mission and Performance Standards

HERE IS a wide range of views within the
New England ABE community about the

mission and purpose of adult basic education

These tensions—about what services ABE should
provide and for whom—are rooted in the history of

adult basic education. They have taken on new mean-

and the outcomes it should achieve. Differences arise

ing with the 1998 passage of the federal Workforce

in three key areas: Investment Act, which is designed in part to integrate

. ABE and workforce development services into a more
¢ Should individual adults be the sole customer of bensi ; le ) d trainine. H
. . , comprehensive system of education and training. How
ABE services? Or should adult basic education also p ) Y o &
. ) _ the tensions are resolved will significantly aftect the
serve public roles in economic development and ] ) o ]
) role that adult basic education plays in improving eco-
poverty reduction? ) o i
nomic outcomes for individuals and reducing the

Should the mission of ABE focus on education as an region’s skills shortage.

end in itself to help adults achieve their personal

goals, whatever those might be? Or should educa- ALTERNATIVE VISIONS

tion be linked to meeting labor market skill needs At the heart of the issue are two fundamentally differ-

and improving the economic opportunities of indi- .. ) .
P g PP ent visions of adult basic education.

viduals?
The traditional ABE model envisions an independent

Should adult basic education be an independent, educational system focused on enhancing the personal

- ? i inte-
stand-alone system? Or should ABE services be inte lives of illiterate and uneducated adult individuals

grated with other educational and skills training through education as an end in itself. Individuals are

institutions to create pathways to further advance- « » . S
P Y the only “customer,” and instruction is driven by

' ion?
ment beyond adult basic education: helping adults achieve their own personal goals. This

KeyYy FINDINGS

1. There is a wide range of views within the New England ABE
community about the mission and purpose of adult basic edu-
cation. How the differences are resolved will strongly affect
the ability of ABE to contribute to achieving public priorities
for economic development and poverty reduction.

2. The ABE mission and scope of services have, for the most
part, not kept pace with the needs demanded by the modern
world. If ABE’s mission and services better matched the social
and economic realities of a knowledge-based society, adult
basic education would play a more effective role in helping to
solve the skills shortage that threatens New England’s eco-

nomic future.
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3. Structural changes in the economy have created a new pur-
pose and vision for adult basic education: to help adults devel-
op the postsecondary skills and credentials that are required

for most family-supporting employment.

4. True integration of ABE with other educational and skills
training services for adults requires a partnership among
equals, built on mutual self-interest and a mutual commitment
to the adults they serve. Progress is unlikely to occur until ABE
providers and state directors believe that integration is in the

best interests of the adults and other stakeholders they serve.



model is based on a belief that ABE services, by them-
selves, can enable adults with low literacy attain the

skills they need as parents, citizens, and workers.

This vision emerged when few Americans graduated
from high school and basic literacy provided access to
most family-supporting employment. At that time,
workforce development focused on narrow, short-
term job training that did little to improve employ-
ment and wages, and even less to help adults improve
literacy skills.

Does the rationale behind this vision remain valid, and
can this approach meet the needs of adults in today’s
social and economic environment? Equally important,
can this approach to ABE generate public support and
additional resources in a time when economic develop-

ment and poverty reduction are key public priorities?

One state ABE director interviewed exemplifies the
traditional view. He strongly opposed the integration
of adult basic education with the workforce develop-
ment system. Rather, he believes, ABE should meet
the needs of individual students, whatever those needs
might be. Improving the economic outcomes of stu-
dents should not be part of the mission. This state
does not view ABE as a strong force for economic
development, and ABE officials there lobbied hard
against incorporating ABE into the federal Workforce

Investment Act.

Structural changes in the economy have fueled a sec-
ond, more recent, source of public interest in adult lit-
eracy. Employers require a significantly higher level of
skills than before, even for entry-level jobs, and a high
school education no longer provides access to most
jobs that can support a family. Efforts to adapt adult
basic education to these new social and economic
realities have generated a mission that goes beyond
education as an end in itself and links education to
meeting labor market skill needs and improving eco-
nomic opportunities. Moreover, this second model
gives ABE a public mission, as well as an individual
one, and it suggests multiple customers: not just indi-
viduals but government and employers as well. This
vision integrates ABE services and other educational
and skills training institutions into a comprehensive
system of adult education, providing seamless path-
ways to advancement from adult literacy to postsec-

ondary education.

Thus, another state ABE director interviewed by Jobs
for the Future concludes that the ABE mission has to

be adapted to meet current social and economic reali-
ties. As in the state referred to earlier, the goals that
students articulate drive ABE services: it continues to
be a priority to honor the broad purposes that people
bring to adult education and to help them achieve
their goals. Nevertheless, this director believes that
ABE’s commitment to student goals today requires
helping students develop skills that improve economic
outcomes. Most students, he says, come to adult basic
education with employment-related goals and, for that
reason, the ABE-workforce development partnership

has been evolving for several years.

A COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH

Within the ABE world, stark divisions in overall
philosophies, program design, and allocation of
resources often hinge on a sharp distinction between
ABE’s two roles and missions. Interviews with ABE
providers and state ABE directors and the analysis of
task force and commission reports all suggest that the
different visions of adult education will lead to vastly

different results.

Yet these two visions may, in fact, be compatible. After
all, the relationship between workplace success and
individual success in life is strong and clear. Jobs for
the Future visited several ABE programs that are grap-
pling with how to meet employability goals without
losing the commitment to students’ personal develop-
ment goals. Their efforts to meet both employment and per-
sonal enhancement needs, and in a way that helps meet the
skill needs of local economies and employers, lie at the heart
of a new paradigm for adult basic education. This more
comprehensive approach has been proposed by intera-
gency task forces and commissions in several New

England states.

Massachusetts: The Governor’s Task Force to
Reform Adult Education and Worker Training

One example comes from Massachusetts, where the
Governor’s Task Force to Reform Adult Education
and Worker Training was created to address the mis-
match between the demands of a rapidly changing
workplace and the limited skills of many workers
(Governor’s Task Force 2001). A mandate to improve
adult education and worker training defines the Task
Force’s mission to create a system of education and
skills training that builds on the strengths of ABE,

workforce development, and postsecondary educa-
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tion. Eleven state agencies—K-12 public education,
higher education, economic development, workforce
development, employment and training, transitional
assistance, and health and human services—collaborat-
ed in the design of an integrated system of lifelong

learning opportunities.

In 2001, the Task Force recommended an additional
$22 million in funding for adult basic education GED
and literacy programs in order to improve the skills of
adults with low literacy to the point that they could
participate in further education and skills training. The
recommendations also articulated a clear role for ABE
in the context of a broader adult education and work-
er training system. Since the Task Force completed its
work, the state’s Workforce Investment Board has
become the forum for continuing to put these recom-
mendations forward.

Vermont: The Adult Essential
Skills Education System

Vermont has also created an interagency commission
to recommend plans for integrating separate services
into a coherent system of education and training—
one that would provide a comprehensive continuum
of essential skills education, occupational preparation
training, worker training, postsecondary education,
and continuing education (Study Committee of the
State Board of Education of Vermont 2000). The
Commissioner of Education, ABE providers, technical
education providers, the Commissioner of Employ-
ment and Training, higher education, and the Human
Resource Investment Council collaborated to propose
a comprehensive state approach to adult education

and skills training.

Vermont’s proposal for an Adult Essential Skills
Education System integrates the traditional ABE
mission with goals for economic outcomes and
educational advancement beyond ABE.The system
would provide access to occupational training leading
to an ability to obtain a living wage and access to
higher education leading to a postsecondary degree. A
comprehensive definition of adult essential skills is
concretely defined by a set of performance standards

and outcomes:

e Traditional ABE goals, including gains in essential
skills, completion of secondary school or GED diplo-
mas, increased involvement in children’s education
and literacy, and increased expression of an informed

point of view on social or political issues; and
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* Broader goals for economic outcomes and education-
al advancement beyond ABE, including work readi-
ness credentials; college credits; employment, reten-
tion, and advancement; and postsecondary or

advanced level training.

Reflecting this definition,Vermont has now adopted
the National Institute for Family Literacy’s Equipped
for the Future standards, and the state is implementing

the recommendations via a transition board.

WIA, PERFORMANCE STANDARDS, AND
OuTcOoME MEASURES

The ABE mission—to help adults with low literacy
skills achieve their own personal goals—is so broad
that it can incorporate both visions under the same
umbrella. This leaves programs wide latitude in defin-
ing their own mission, setting their goals, and deciding
what services to provide. The program goals and pri-
orities of one New England state demonstrate this

dilemma:

Adult Basic Education and Literacy programs will
empower individuals, strengthen families, and help
participating adults to: develop their knowledge and
potential, perform more effectively in the workplace,
achieve personal life goals, and, for those who are par-
ents or interact with children, contribute in a positive
way toward the educational development of those

children.

As noted, though, important differences become evi-
dent when explicit performance standards and out-
come goals operationally define broad mission state-
ments. For example, how will helping adults perform
more effectively in the workplace be measured, and
how will programs be held accountable for achieving

desired results?

It was the Workforce Investment Act that brought the
long-standing tensions about the mission of ABE to
the surface. Adoption of WIA was driven by research
showing that short-term job training, without basic
skills instruction, and adult basic education, without
workplace-based skills development, are both less
effective than integrated education and training
efforts. WIA seeks to create a model that integrates
adult basic education with a changed workforce
development system that has stronger links to employ-

ers and local labor market skill needs.



A key WIA goal is to integrate many separately fund-
ed and administered workforce development pro-
grams, including adult basic education, into one cohe-
sive workforce development system.!* WIA calls for
the coordination of the 14 programs related to work-
force development—but it maintains separate funding
and administration for some programs, including adult

education.

Title IT of WIA, which funds adult basic education,
provides a set of common outcome measures, speci-
fied by the National Reporting System, that states
must report on for both adult basic education and

workforce development activities.!> These include:

* Demonstrated improvements in literacy skill levels in
reading, writing, and speaking the English language,
numeracy, problem solving, and other literacy skills;

* Placement in, retention in, or completion of, post-
secondary education, training, unsubsidized employ-

ment, or career advancement; and

* Receipt of a secondary school diploma or its recog-

nized equivalent.

To achieve these goals, ABE and workforce develop-
ment services must operate in a more connected way.
By itself, adult basic education cannot achieve out-
comes for postsecondary education and career
advancement. But it can make an important contribu-
tion to achieving these outcomes: structured partner-
ships joining ABE with other educational and skills
training institutions can lead to seamless pathways to
advancement from adult basic literacy to postsec-
ondary education.

A significant shortcoming of the National Reporting
System is the lack of funding for its full implementa-
tion. This has meant that programs are limited in their
ability to improve program performance, integration,
and data collection. The NRS may be a start toward
better outcomes and accountabiity, but without the
funding to support it, the objectives of the NRS are
falling short.

The Workplace Connection

Within recent memory, two national programs—the
“human capital” option in the JOBS (Job Opportuni-
ties and Basic Skills Training) welfare reform legisla-
tion of the late 1980s and the Workplace Literacy

Program of the 1990s—have attempted to join litera-
cy and work goals. Neither program demonstrated
that literacy training alone could contribute to
improved employment and workplace outcomes.
JOBS was replaced by “work first” welfare reform and
Congress did not reauthorize the workplace literacy
program. Both stimulated innovative pilot programs in
various places around the United State. For the most
part, however, traditional ABE curricula and instruc-

tional methods failed to adapt to the challenge.

This history and research show that educational
attainment and basic skill levels are not enough to
ensure sustained employment and poverty reduc-
tion.'® If adult basic education is to take on an addi-
tional mission to improve economic outcomes and
meet labor market skill needs, it must develop new,

more effective practices.

One such practice is to connect adult basic education
with the workplace.Yet ABE classes are usually dis-
connected from the workplace in a number of ways,
all of which can discourage adults whose primary goal
is to prepare for a decent job. Most of the curricula
and texts in ABE classes were developed for purposes
other than work or employment. They follow a typi-
cal school curriculum, which is generally devoid of
references to the world of work. The classroom usually
is far from job-training sites and without programmat-
ic connections to those sites. ABE teachers typically
lack relationships with employers and generally repre-

sent a separate world.

In separating skill development from an important
location where those skills are applied, the workplace,
ABE cannot take full advantage of the contextual
applied learning strategies that are more effective than
traditional classroom instruction for many adults with
low literacy. Moreover, despite WIA’s potential to over-
come this obstacle, its impact on integrating adult basic
education and workforce development in New Eng-
land has been limited thus far. The ABE and workforce
development systems remain largely separate in all six
states. Although most states fund workplace education
efforts, very few have integrated services in ways that
would systematically link ABE clients to workplace
training or link those entering workplace training pro-
grams to ABE resources if they need them.
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Three major barriers hamper true integration:

* ABE and workforce development remain funded
and administered by separate units of government,
both at the state and federal level.

e There is lack of consensus within the ABE commu-

nity that integration would be a positive step.

* WIA comes with too little funding to provide the
incentives or resources necessary to drive change
toward program integration. WIA Title II is a small
portion of total ABE funding. Significant progress is
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unlikely until states link other ABE and workforce
development resources to program integration and

comprehensive outcome measures.

The limited success of efforts to integrate ABE and
workforce development points to an overarching les-
son: true integration will remain elusive until the ABE
community—providers as well as state directors—
believe that it is in the best interests of the adults they
serve. This requires a partnership among equals, built
upon mutual self-interest and mutual commitments to

meeting the needs of the adults they serve.



PArT IV

Pathways to Advancement

O MEET the needs of individuals and the

public, adult basic education must prepare

adults for education and skills training
beyond ABE. It can only do so through collaboration
in structured partnerships that create articulated path-
ways to advancement—a seamless continuum of
education and skill development from adult basic
education to postsecondary education and advanced

skills training.

The key to effective integration is not whether ABE,
skills training, and postsecondary education are locat-
ed within a single institution, but whether there are

seamless pathways that adults can navigate from adult
basic education to postsecondary education and skills

training. Adapting the ABE mission to new social and

economic realities means having an impact upon the
educational and economic outcomes of adults after

they leave ABE programs.

CREATING PATHWAYS TO
ADVANCEMENT FROM ABE

In studying adult basic education in New England
and community colleges throughout the nation, Jobs
for the Future has found two promising approaches to

creating pathways to advancement for ABE:
* Internal pathways within community colleges; and

e Pathways developed through partnerships between
ABE providers and other educational and skills

training institutions.

KeEY FINDINGS

1. Few institutionalized partnerships between adult basic edu-
cation and other educational and skills training institutions in
New England are designed to create seamless pathways to
advancement from adult literacy to postsecondary education.
With the growing importance of postsecondary skills and cre-
dentials, these pathways are critical to meeting labor market
skill needs and helping adults qualify for family-supporting

employment.

2. In the majority of states, policies and funding provide nei-
ther incentives nor resources for ABE services, postsecondary
education, and skills training programs to build partnerships
that create pathways to advancement. There are promising
examples of pathways to advancement, but these will remain
the exception rather than the rule without strong incentives to

change and the resources necessary to do so.

3. Building pathways to advancement through institutionalized
partnerships is a mutual responsibility that requires concerted
action by adult basic education and other educational and skills

training institutions.

4. Rather than considering community colleges as an alterna-
tive to the current system of adult basic education, there is
clear potential to build pathways to a full continuum of adult
education and skills training by supporting innovative partner-

ships between ABE providers and community colleges.

5. Collaboration with employers to assess workplace skill
needs and develop curriculum and contextual learning prac-
tices can ensure that adults learn skills that are actually in
demand. While some ABE providers are responding to
employer needs, they lack the resources and know-how to
proactively set up workplace-based programs, and few sys-
tems are in place to support structured relationships between

adult basic education and employers.
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It can be argued community colleges should be the
hub of a revamped adult basic education system, sup-
ported by their resources of professional educators and
their ability to provide a full continuum of advance-
ment within a single institution. However, this is a
complex issue, and community colleges and commu-
nity-based ABE providers each have important
strengths. There are obstacles to building internal
pathways to advancement within community colleges,
just as there are obstacles to building pathways

through structured partnerships.

Some community colleges see basic skills develop-
ment for adults as central to their missions and are
beginning to play a larger role in ABE, ESOL, and
remedial education in many parts of the country.
Many Massachusetts community colleges provide
ABE and transition-to-college programs funded by
the state and are an integral part of community plan-
ning efforts across the state. However, most of New
England’s community colleges are less likely than
those in other regions to consider basic skills develop-
ment to be part of their mission. Rather, their educa-
tional programs focus on higher-level skill develop-
ment, tied to the acquisition of associate’s degrees and

professional certifications.

Moreover, many community colleges and their facul-
ties are poorly equipped to teach adults with severe
literacy challenges (although exemplary practices are
evident in some schools). Community colleges are
often fragmented institutions, and seamless pathways
are the exception rather than the rule. Developmental
or ESOL programs are often operated through special
departments staffed by adjunct faculty, in many cases
drawn from the ABE/ESOL community rather than
the college itself.

The boundaries that separate ABE from higher educa-
tion and skills training can be as great within commu-
nity colleges as those that separate community-based
ABE programs from community colleges. And com-
munity-based ABE providers often have far stronger
links to their service communities and are better posi-
tioned to draw out the more reluctant adults in need
of ABE services.

The challenge, then, is to create a paradigm of
advancement that builds on the strengths of both com-
munity colleges and community-based ABE programs
to create an adult education system that is greater than

the sum of its parts. Rather than consider community
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colleges as an alternative to the current ABE system, it
may be more practical and productive to provide a continuum
of adult education and training by supporting innovative con-

nections between ABE providers and community colleges.

Innovative community colleges should be very inter-
ested in partnering with effective ABE providers. First,
as colleges seek new sources of students, such collabo-
ration could help lessen the need for costly remedial
services. And ABE providers should be interested in
partnering with effective community colleges: this
could add a dimension to their student services and be

a source of revenue.

Building effective connections will require change
within both ABE services and community colleges. It
is likely that strong commitment from political lead-
ers, additional resources, policy changes, and out-
comes-based performance measures will be needed to
drive the development of new partnerships. Building
institutionalized partnerships is a mutual responsibility
that requires concerted action by ABE services and

other educational and skills training institutions.

Yet ABE providers and other educational and skills
training institutions seeking to build partnerships
often lack the resources, infrastructure capacity, and
expertise to do so. For example, even as some ABE
providers respond to employer needs, they lack the
resources and know-how to proactively set up work-
place-based programs, and no systems are in place to
support structured relationships. School-to-career and
TechPrep partnerships demonstrated the critical
importance of intermediary organizations and struc-
tures that implement “connecting activities” between
schools and employers (CED 1998).This will be no
less true for building structured pathways between
adult basic education and other educational and skills

training institutions.

Nor do state policies in New England provide ade-
quate incentives or resources for ABE providers and
community colleges to work in partnership to build
clear pathways to advancement. Lack of integration
among multiple state agencies and funding streams—
each with their own performance standards, eligibility
guidelines, and regulations—is an obstacle to struc-
tured collaboration. In contrast, California offers a
promising example of how state policies can promote
and support integration from outside the ABE sys-
tems. Four state agencies—Health and Welfare, Trade

and Commerce, Community Colleges, and K-12



Public Instruction—jointly created California’s inte-
grated workforce development plan. The state has
chosen to integrate existing partnerships for education
reform, workforce preparation, and economic devel-
opment rather than create new institutions. California
has also provided funds to create local and state part-

nerships that could serve as models for reform.

In New York State, the Youth Council that serves the
Corning/Elmira region provides an example of inte-
gration in the youth-development field. It requires all
youth-service providers who wish to apply for fund-
ing to do so in partnerships. In a day-long bidders’
conference, the Youth Council showed providers how
they might collaborate to deliver services. Partnership
agreements would have to go beyond traditional let-
ters of support to spell out what each of the partners
would specifically do to ensure that young people
would have access to all 10 youth program elements
specified in the Workforce Investment Act. Through a
Request for Proposal process that only supports part-
nerships, the Youth Council now funds four broad-
based partnerships that have capacity to provide an
entire array of services for in-school and out-of-

school youth in a comprehensive way.

Few Pathways to Advancement in New England

Jobs for the Future’s research in New England found
few links that connect ABE services with community
college systems. Where community colleges engage in
ABE services, primarily in Connecticut and Massa-
chusetts, they do so largely in isolation from other
providers. Few of the directors of adult basic educa-
tion programs, state workforce development agencies,
or employer associations we interviewed cited com-
munity colleges as an important factor in the ABE
system; most interviewees dismissed them as “non-
players.” There are few accessible transitions to help
ABE graduates pursue further educational and eco-

nomic advancement at the community college level.

Some New England states and the Nellie Mae Educa-
tion Foundation do support promising efforts to facil-
itate transitions from ABE to community colleges.
However, these are small-scale efforts, and they are not
institutionalized practice in ABE or community col-
leges. Eftective linkages are needed on a far larger
scale. There is a particular lack of structured partner-
ships that can provide seamless pathways to advance-

ment from ABE to college degrees and industry-rec-

ognized certificates. One sign that this may be chang-
ing can be found in Maine. The state is in the final
stages of completing a Memorandum of Understand-
ing between the Maine Adult Education Association
and the Maine Technical College System.The MOU
is aimed at helping more students move from ABE

services into the community college system.

A particular barrier in New England is that its com-
munity colleges often play a different role than they
do in other regions. In contrast to some community
colleges across the country, most New England com-
munity colleges see themselves primarily as educa-
tional institutions for adults seeking a two-year associ-
ates degree or, eventually, as a bridge to a four-year
degree. In some states, community colleges provide
education and skills training linked to employers and
workforce preparation. While many, if not most, New
England community colleges have departments that
provide customized business and industry training, and
many have developed modularized vocational pro-
grams, the dominant model remains the two-year,

degree-granting institution.

Promising Practices for Creating Pathways
to Advancement

Jobs for the Future found several institutions or pro-
grams that demonstrate promising approaches to
building pathways to educational and economic

advancement. For example:

* Project Link creates pathways through an effective
partnership between Berkshire Community College

and ABE providers in western Massachusetts.

¢ Portland Community College, in Oregon, creates

pathways within the college.

Jobs for the Future also found a need to increase
workplace-based learning through expanded partner-
ships with employers and industry associations. Work-
place learning can improve the quality of instruction
by providing a relevant context for learning. Collabo-
ration with employers to assess workplace skill needs
and develop curriculum and contextual learning prac-
tices can ensure that adults learn skills that are actually

in demand.

Project Link and Berkshire Community College

Project Link, a partnership between Berkshire

Community College and ABE providers in western

Jobs for the Future/Nellie Mae Education Foundation
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Massachusetts, facilitates transitions for ABE students
to postsecondary education. The program involves
close collaboration between the college and the
providers in recruitment, assessment, and student
support services. The college’s student services, admis-
sions, and tutorial services departments connect Proj-
ect Link students with the broader college communi-
ty. In addition to developmental courses, students
attend a seminar designed to enhance their ability

to succeed academically and socially in a college

environment.

Project Link has established important partnerships
with all ABE providers in Berkshire County. ABE
directors are active members of the Project Link advi-
sory board, and the program coordinator sits on two
county-wide committees that work in cooperation
with ABE programs.The project works closely with
providers on a regular basis, with 92 percent of project
referrals coming from ABE providers. As a result of
this collaboration, the goal of improving students’
transitions to college is embedded in each the work of
ABE providers, fundamentally altering the purpose

and mission of adult basic education.

Massachusetts state policy provides supports for pro-
grams like Project Link. Of the $8 million in state
ABE funds going to community colleges, $700,000
are allocated to the state-supported Transitions Initia-
tive designed to increase the success of ABE students

in making the transition to community colleges.

Portland Community College

In Oregon, Portland Community College is creating
internal pathways to advancement from ABE to post-
secondary education and skills training by conceptual-
izing learning, by combining work and learning, and
by building connections with employers. Through its
alternative high school programs, PCC is the largest
grantor of high school diplomas in the city.

High school dropouts and students who never attend-
ed secondary school can complete high school diplo-
mas or GEDs while also gaining college credit and
making the transition to postsecondary education.
Students who enter the College Bound High School
Completion program select a broad career pathway as
a context and focus for their high school studies. The
pathways are fully aligned with the college’s degrees,
transfer programs to four-year institutions, and the
Oregon Department of Education’s Certificate of
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Advanced Mastery. As students work on their high
school diploma by taking college-level courses, they
also complete courses leading to the postsecondary
degree, certificate, or transfer to a four-year college.
By the time students complete a high school diploma,
they have made significant progress toward an associ-
ate’s degree or, in some cases, actually completed the

associate’s degree at the same time.

PCC has extensive programming designed to provide
under-prepared students with the skills and basic edu-
cation needed to matriculate to degree-granting pro-
grams. Its Developmental Education Department
works closely with degree programs to provide target-
ed curricula that prepare students to enter the appro-
priate program. PCC Prep’s College Bound Program
brings the reading, writing, and study skills and stu-
dent management habits of high school completion
students up to the college-entrance level. A bridge
curriculum teaches basic skills using industry-specific
examples. The college’s extensive ESOL, ABE/GED
tutoring, and multicultural academic programs and its
workforce development programs provide a broad
array of high-quality basic skills and ESOL services.

Workplace-Based Learning

In every New England state, at least a few ABE
providers connect directly with employers in order to
increase the literacy skills of their employees. The level
of direct employer services varies widely, but Jobs for
the Future found limited evidence of a systematic,
consistent priority on working with employers in

most states.

There are several barriers to expanding the scale of workplace

learning:

* Many ABE providers who would like to collaborate
more closely with employers say they simply do not
have the funds or staff capacity to reach out to them
and must place a priority on serving their current
students. It requires resources to develop new cur-
ricula, provide professional development in new
instructional strategies, and build effective connec-
tions with employers and employer organizations.
Even in a state with significant workplace education
resources, such as Rhode Island, partnerships
between employers and ABE providers must be in
place before applying for grant support for a

program.



* Many employers, particularly in smaller workplaces,
do not recognize their workforce literacy needs. A
surprising number of employers do not take action
on workplace literacy issues as part of business

strategy.

Individual skill seekers, not employers, are the pri-
mary customers of ABE providers, and it is not
unusual for employers to be unaware of the work-
place literacy resources that may be available. As a
result, employers may miss real opportunities to
improve the skill level of their workforces and
increase productivity and quality, while ABE
providers may miss important new sources of rev-

enues and business.

Several factors determine the level of workplace liter-
acy services among ABE providers. In states without
clear and strict priorities or resources for workplace
education, the level largely depends upon a director’s
interest, creativity, and entrepreneurship. Another fac-
tor is the degree to which employers are aware of and
can articulate their employees’ literacy levels. Several
ABE providers say they would be very interested in
providing services to employers, particularly on a fee-
for-service basis, but they have received few requests
for such services. A representative of the Governor’s
Training Initiative in Maine explained that few
employers know the literacy needs of their employees
and that employees often hide their literacy limita-
tions. Moreover, to the extent that employers invest in
training, those resources go disproportionately to

higher-skill employees.

While few New England states have created a system
that links ABE to employers, several have developed
innovative programs that encourage and support
employer-based ABE services.Valley Regional Adult
Education Program (VR AE) in Shelton, Connecticut,
for example, brings employers, employees, and educa-
tors together in three-way collaborations known as
Partnerships for Progress.

Businesses call on VR AE to develop skills-enhance-
ment programs that are relevant to employee needs,
responsible to the demands of the adult learner, and
delivered at the workplace. It has developed a six-step
process to evaluate employer needs, and over 10 com-
panies have sought VRAE’s services in the last year. In
2001,VRAE received the Chester Klevins Award for
Workplace Literacy from the Commission on Adult

Basic Education, a national professional organization.

Providing financial incentives, largely in the form of
matching grants to employers or to ABE providers
working with employers, is one of the most effective
means a state has for increasing employer utilization of
ABE services. Rhode Island gives such grants both to
employers and ABE providers. The Human Resource
Investment Council awards direct grants to companies
of up to $25,000 for any type of training, including
literacy, as well as to “clusters” of companies in com-
mon industry sectors. Where resources are available,
New England employers utilize ABE providers for lit-
eracy and ESOL training. However, where grants go
directly to employers, as in Rhode Island, companies
may elect to use other providers, such as community

colleges or private vendors.

Another approach to increasing workplace-based adult
basic education is to provide resources that help pro-
grams provide workplace services more eftectively.
Maine’s Governor’s Training Initiative receives about
$3.5 million annually from the state to identify and
subsidize employer-sponsored, incumbent-worker
training, including ABE and ESOL services. In Con-
necticut, the Capitol Region Education Council
receives a grant from the state ABE department to
train ABE providers and teachers in assessing work-
place literacy needs, performing task analyses, and
designing workplace literacy programs. In addition to
the training, the council has created a network of
effective workplace ABE practitioners who are begin-
ning to share best practices, expand knowledge of ABE
services at the One-Stops, and work across programs

when employer requests arise that cannot be met.
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PART V

Selected Populations’

IMMIGRANTS: ADULT BAsic EDUCATION
AND ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE

Low-income, immigrant adults represent a special
challenge for the adult basic education system. While
overall spending nationally for adult education grew
by 49 percent between 1992 and 2000, spending on
ESOL grew far faster than all other program compo-
nents. Between 1994 and 1998 alone, enrollment in
ABE and adult secondary education dropped 9 and 28
percent respectively, while ESOL enrollment grew 58
percent (Fix and Zimmermann 2000). ESOL students
made up 17 percent of all adult education enrollees in
1980; by 1998, their representation in adult education
had increased to 48 percent nationally. This growth
was a key factor in the Clinton administration’s pro-
posal to create a separate $75 million English language
and civics initiative in the FY 2001 budget (Fix and

The foreign-born account for 10 percent of the U.S.
population but make up a disproportionate number of
those living in poverty: 16.8 percent versus 11.2 per-
cent for native-born (U.S. Department of Commerce
2001).'7 The foreign born also comprise a significant
number of the unemployed and underemployed in the
United States. In 2000, 4.9 percent of foreign-born
adults in the civilian labor force were unemployed,
compared to 4.3 percent for natives. Similarly, 36.3
percent of foreign-born full-time, year-round workers
earned less than $20,000 versus 21.3 percent of natives
(U.S. Department of Commerce 2001). Further, 2000
census figures show that the foreign-born population
age 25 and over was less likely to have graduated from
high school: 67 percent versus 86.6 percent for
natives. One-fifth of the foreign born had less than a
ninth-grade education (22.2 percent) compared to 4.7
percent of the native population (U.S. Department of

Zimmermann 2000).

KeEY FINDINGS

1. Demand for English for Speakers of Other Languages is ris-
ing more rapidly than demand for other ABE services and has

outpaced capacity.

2. Increased demand for ESOL is crowding out other adult lit-
eracy services. Immigrants with limited English proficiency are
more proactive in getting services, and many providers have

chosen to put resources into ESOL services and reduce other

programs.

3. ESOL students often start at very low literacy levels. There
is a need for a full continuum of high-quality ESOL services
that allows students to progress through multiple levels of
ESOL classes and enter articulated pathways to adult literacy
and adult secondary education. ESOL should be a step toward

further education and skills training, not a final destination.
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Commerce 2001).

4. For prison inmates, who have an average sixth-grade litera-
cy level, there is a great need for sustainable adult literacy
services that are linked to occupational skills training. Effective
transitions to further education and skills training when for-
mer inmates reenter their communities are critical to success,
as are supports that assist with reintegration to society (e.g.,

housing, family counseling, substance-abuse prevention).

5. There is evidence that high-quality ABE can reduce the likeli-

hood that inmates will return to prison after they are released.



Nationally, the 28 million immigrants living in the
United States represent growth from under 5 percent
of the U.S. population in 1970 to more than 10 per-
cent today (Camarota 2000). The New England states
have all experienced the impacts of immigration to
varying degrees. The largest net growth in the immi-
grant population from 1990 to 1999 has been in
Massachusetts (147,834), Connecticut (73,389), and
Rhode Island (16,339). These increases are even more
significant in light of the relatively slow growth
among New England states over the past decade
(Rhode Island grew 4.5 percent, Connecticut grew
3.6 percent, and Massachusetts grew 5.5 percent com-
pared with national average growth of 13.2 percent).
In all three states, foreign immigration has been criti-
cal in maintaining a labor force adequate to fuel con-
tinued economic growth (MassINC 2000). The rural
states of Maine and Vermont have experienced the
region’s smallest growth in international immigration
(3,895 and 4,959, respectively); in New Hampshire
the number rose 6,995, with the growth concentrated
primarily in Nashua and the surrounding southern

region of the state.

Addressing the basic skills challenges of immigrants is
critical for the region’s economic health. Limited
English proficiency among immigrant adults is widely
recognized as a major obstacle to obtaining economic
selt-sufticiency. For example, English language acquisi-
tion is an important determinant of immigrants’ earn-
ings because it facilitates the transfer of schooling and
experience obtained abroad to the U.S. labor market
(Park 1999). Chiswick and Miller (1992) have docu-
mented a 46 percent difference between the wage
rates of immigrants who speak English and those who
do not:“As much as half of the relative wage growth
experienced by immigrants in the first twenty years
after arrival may be attributed to gains from learning

the English language.”

Meeting the Demand: The ESOL-ABE Tradeoff

With current immigration trends, ESOL has become
the fastest growing type of adult literacy program in
the United States (Cohen 1994). In fact, the demand
for ESOL services outstrips supply in many areas, par-
ticularly in cities. More often than not, more ESOL
students are waiting to be served than existing pro-
grams can accommodate, and the average waiting list
is considerably longer than those for adult basic edu-

cation or adult secondary education programs. Pro-

gram enrollment for ESOL generally exceeds enroll-

ments for ABE and adult secondary education classes.

In 2000, 57 percent of the students in adult literacy
classes in Massachusetts were attending ESOL classes.
In Connecticut, the figure was 47 percent. Rhode
Island and New Hampshire served the same percent-
age of students in ESOL at 32. Even rural providers in
Vermont and Maine are facing signigicant challenges
in meeting the need for ESOL. Those states served 9
percent and 14 percent ESOL students respectively.

When Jobs for the Future interviewed them, Con-
necticut and Rhode Island providers discussed trade-
offs they felt forced to make between providing ESOL
and ABE services. In their experience, ESOL students
were generally more proactive than ABE students
about seeking services. As a result, these providers put
more resources into meeting the ESOL demand, even
though the need for ABE services has not decreased.
However, ABE students tend to be more reticent
about seeking services, and providers have little incen-
tive to actively recruit ABE students when responding

to ESOL absorbs so much of the resources.

Even though the numbers are smaller, rural adult basic
education providers face challenges of their own in
trying to meet the needs of ESOL students. The Ver-
mont Adult Education Program in St. Albans, in the
northwest corner of the state, does not offer ESOL
locally; it refers students to Burlington for instruction.
This referral approach is also a way of consolidating
small numbers into class-size groups, but it raises issues
around transportation needs and how students incor-
porate commuting time for ESOL classes into sched-
ules of family and work life, as well as the adjustment

to living in the United States.

Increased immigration also poses challenges for ABE
and ESOL instructors. Programs may serve adults who
speak up to 20 different languages, including Spanish,
Haitian, French,Vietnamese, Khmer, Laotian, Russian,
Serbo-Croatian, and Mandarin and other Chinese
dialects. Although ESOL classes are conducted in
English, students with no English skills present serious
challenges to teachers who do not know their lan-
guage at all and attempt to integrate them into a class-
room environment. ESOL students tend to cover a
wide spectrum of skill levels, and many of them are
not literate in their own native language, let alone
English. Therefore, programs must typically provide

two or even three levels of ESOL instruction.

Jobs for the Future/Nellie Mae Education Foundation

25



Moreover, many immigrants arrive in ESOL classes
with a range of cultural barriers to learning, such as
resistance to women’s education. Instructors must gain
“cultural competence” for a wide range of cultures,
which takes time and resources. Thus, programs find
themselves struggling to find and hire adequately
skilled ESOL instructors in a very tight labor market,
then face severe resource limitations for continuing

education.

THE CORRECTIONS SYSTEM?
MEETING THE AbpuULT BAsic EDUCATION
CHALLENGE FOR INMATES

The U.S. prison system was founded in the nineteenth
century on the principle that a “corrections” system
could rehabilitate or “correct” prisoners, leading to
their reentry into mainstream society. Since then, the
pendulum has vacillated between incarceration as
punishment and incarceration as rehabilitation. In the
1980s, as the nation’s prison population soared and
research raised questions about how well rehabilita-
tion reduces recidivism, the pendulum swung toward
the prisons-as-punishment view in most states. How-
ever, prison systems appear to be increasingly interest-
ed in reentry programs that support the reintegration
of released inmates into community life. Also, there is
evidence that some state prison systems are moving
beyond traditional vocational education programs
toward a more integrated approach combining educa-
tion with workforce training tied to industry require-
ments (New York Times 2001).

With rising inmate populations, prisons have become
an increasingly important potential home for adult
basic education services. Given the strong correlation
between educational attainment and incarceration lev-
els, states that do not provide comprehensive educa-
tion services for inmates are at risk of supporting a

growing cycle of permanent incarceration.

The development of comprehensive education and its
integration with workforce training for inmates has
found strong adherents in several New England prison
systems. Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Hampshire,
and Vermont are all taking innovative approaches to
inmate education, reflecting a serious desire to inte-
grate the release of inmates into communities with
the provision of the education and skills development
needed to avoid returning to prison. The key features

of these states’ inmate-education policy are:
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* The establishment of prison school districts;

* The creation of fully functioning schools within

prison facilities;

¢ The connection between education and workforce

development; and

* The provision of transition services that tie inmates’

education to community reintegration.

Prison school districts afford Connecticut, New
Hampshire, and Vermont the resources, flexibility, and
focus to create comprehensive, eftective educational
and training programs for inmates. In contrast, Maine
and Rhode Island appear to take a more traditional, ad
hoc approach that relies on limited GED and voca-
tional rehabilitation classes at prisons. Massachusetts
requires all state and county prison facilities to provide
free adult basic education services. Some correctional
education directors with strong support for educa-
tional services, such as Hampden County, have
achieved strong financial and political support for

their programs while others have been less successtul.

The Granite State Prison High School, part of a
stand-alone school district, provides inmates of New
Hampshire State Prison with comprehensive academ-
ic and vocational instruction. Based on an inmate’s
sentence and background, individual educational plans
are developed. The GED is a minimum goal, but the
larger goal is for participants to earn a high school

diploma and learn work-related skills.

Granite State students can take both academic and
vocational courses. The program provides an educa-
tional continuum that begins with pre-high school
courses preparing students for work at the high school
level. The school, which became accredited in 2000,
offers a structured program of study. In response to
inmate needs, it has the look and feel of a real high
school, but the instructional methods and content are
adapted to accommodate inmates’ many different
learning needs. Students can participate in vocational
classes as well as college classes offered by New Eng-
land College. Because inmates are no longer eligible
for federal Pell Grants, the college ofters classes at cost

to those interested.

Prior to creating its prison school district and Granite
State High, New Hampshire held local school districts
responsible for the cost of educating school-age indi-

viduals arrested in their city or town, whether or not



the inmates originally attended school in that com-
munity. School district budget constraints meant that

prisoner education opportunities were limited at best.

An important feature of the approach to inmate edu-
cation taken by Connecticut, Massachusetts, Vermont,
and New Hampshire is the creation within prison
walls of comprehensive schools like Granite State.
Rather than rely on disconnected GED courses, these
schools provide a full range of educational opportuni-
ties, including ESOL and adult basic education, GED
preparation, state-recognized high school diplomas,

and vocational training programs.

Another important feature is the integration of inmate
academic and vocational instruction. Although the
degree of integration varies, all of the programs inte-
grate classroom instruction and occupational training,
and all provide opportunities for inmates to move from
academic to vocational courses. Connecticut has gone

furthest with integration and New Hampshire the least.

A fourth important feature is the creation of transition
services for inmates being released. While the range
and intensity of services vary across facilities, inmates

in New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and

Vermont have an opportunity to receive transition
assistance. In Connecticut, Unified School District #1
has developed a formal transition program for inmates
who have participated in educational programs. At
each of seven prison sites, the school district has a
transition counselor who links inmates about to be
released to potential employers, helps prepare inmates
for interviews, arranges job fairs, and follows up with

inmates at three, five, and seven months after release.

The Director of Transition Services for Unified
School District #1, a former teacher in USD#1, is
convinced that the transition services are a key feature
in reducing recidivism. Evidence on that point is lim-
ited, but a formal analysis done by the New Hamp-
shire correctional system and informal analyses in
Connecticut suggest that recidivism is significantly
reduced for prisoners participating in educational

services.

The major challenge for these correctional education-
al systems is meeting demand. Each of the school sys-
tems has a long waiting list, and none anticipates ever
being able to enroll all inmates interested in pursuing

educational opportunities.
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PArT VI

R ecommendations for Change

HE RECOMMENDATIONS presented here are

designed to transform adult basic education

in New England from an inadequately fund-
ed, stand-alone cottage industry into a more institu-
tionalized, professional delivery system that has effec-
tive partnerships with other educational and skills
training institutions. The goal is to create articulated
pathways to educational and economic advancement
that adults with low literacy can navigate from entry-
level adult literacy or ESOL services all the way to

postsecondary skills and credentials.

The proposed changes will require action at the state
level to create new policies and funding strategies.
They will also require change within ABE and other
educational and skills training institutions to create
innovative best practice models that can drive system
change and build partnerships for creating seamless
transitions from ABE to further education and skills

training.

The recommendations are divided into the four areas

covered by this report:

e Mission and performance measures;
* Pathways to Advancement;

* Special populations; and

* Funding and capacity.
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MissioN AND PERFORMANCE MEASURES

Develop a clear mission for ABE and establish

erformance measures consistent with that
mission.

Create a clear mission for adult basic education
that explicitly includes a public role for ABE in
economic development and reducing poverty.

New England states should develop clear adult basic
education goals and performance standards that pro-

mote a dual mission:

* To help individuals meet their personal learning
goals, improve their economic outcomes, and pro-
mote advancement to further education and skills
training; and

* To meet labor market and employer skill needs.

Develop outcome-based performance standards
that drive change.

States should use National Reporting System
performance standards as a platform for achieving
short-term and long-term educational and economic
outcomes central to ABE’s dual mission. Building on
Workforce Investment Act performance standards and
measures proposed by the Vermont Adult Essential
Skills System, outcome measures might include: learn-
ing gains in essential skills, high school diplomas or
GED certificates, work readiness credentials, college
credits, placement in employment, retention or
advancement in employment, enrollment in postsec-
ondary or advanced level education or training,
increased involvement in children’s education and lit-
eracy, and increased expression of informed points of
view on public issues (Study Committee of the State
Board of Education of Vermont 2000). Such outcomes
provide incentives for collaboration because they can
only be achieved through effective transitions among
adult basic education, workforce development, and
postsecondary education and skills training



Develop interagency data systems.

Performance standards are only meaningful if relevant
outcome data can be collected, analyzed, and used to
implement improvements in curricula and learning.
Because the desired educational and economic out-
comes cut across multiple state agencies and must be
monitored over time to measure long-term impact,
states should create interagency data systems that can
track educational and economic outcomes and assess
long-term advancement. Of course, adequately fund-
ing such systems is critical to their success. Some
states, such as Florida, have developed promising prac-
tices for collecting data that report wage, employment,
and postsecondary education and skills training out-

comes in a single, user-friendly system.

PATHWAYS TO ADVANCEMENT

Create pathways to advancement through

partnerships with other education and skills
training institutions.

Create pathways to educational and economic
advancement.

Local initiatives should be launched in the New Eng-
land states to create articulated pathways to advance-
ment through institutionalized partnerships among
adult basic education services, community colleges,
skills training institutions, and employers. Initiatives
should be guided by an explicit systems reform agen-
da to build sustainable partnerships focused on creat-
ing pathways to advancement and to drive change in

policy, funding strategies, and performance measures.

Expand high-quality, workplace-based learning.
Comprehensive systems of workplace-based learning
should be developed, building on exemplary practices
in New England and other regions, that provide con-
textual learning, teach high-performance skills,
expand access to economic opportunities, and address
labor market skill needs. Workplace-based learning
should be rooted in structured partnerships between
ABE services and industry associations, or major
employers organized by sector, that provide career lad-

der pathways to higher-level skills development.

Develop partnership strategies for integrating
adult education and skills training.

States should promote and support local partnerships
among multiple educational and skills training institu-
tions by creating interagency mechanisms to plan,
fund, and oversee a comprehensive approach to adult
basic education, skills training, and postsecondary edu-
cation. Local collaborations that cut across multiple
state agencies and funding streams are more likely
where adult basic education, workforce development,
economic development, public education, community
college, and human service agencies work in concert
to develop a coherent continuum of seamless educa-

tion and skills training services for adults.

SERVICES FOR SPECIAL POPULATIONS

Provide adequate services to meet the needs
of special populations.

Provide a continuum of quality ESOL services.

Adult basic education should include a full continuum
of services for adults who speak languages other than
English. There should be easily accessible pathways
within adult basic education from ESOL to adult lit-
eracy, and from adult literacy to adult secondary edu-
cation programs that lead to high school credentials.
In addition, innovative policy and funding strategies
are needed to ensure that increasing demand for
ESOL services does not crowd out other adult literacy

services.

Create sustainable adult education systems for
prison inmates.

Services should build on and expand the school dis-
trict model being used in those New England states
that create fully functioning schools within prison
facilities and provide stable resources. To reduce
recidivism, adult education services for prison inmates
should provide effective transitions to further educa-
tion, skills training, and reentry to their communities

following release.
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FUNDING AND CAPACITY

Provide adequate funding and capacity to
meet the demand for adult basic education

services.

Provide adequate funding to meet demand for
services.

As a short-term benchmark that would represent a
significant step forward, state and local governments in
New England should increase funding over three
years to a level sufficient to provide 150 hours of
instruction for those actively demanding services. This
investment—an additional $119 million in spending
for ABE services in New England—would make it
possible to provide the more intensive services neces-

sary for students to achieve meaningful learning gains.

Provide resources to improve system
performance.

States, foundations, and other public and private insti-
tutions should support system change by making
strategic investments to improve system performance
and achieve better student outcomes. Resources
should be awarded through a competitive process to
implement promising practices that are explicitly
designed to drive system change.The goal is to
improve capacity to meet labor market skill needs,
promote advancement beyond adult basic education,

and improve the economic outcomes of individuals.

Create outcomes-based funding systems.

States should provide strong incentives for change by
linking resources for system change to improving per-
formance on specified short-term and long-term out-
comes. These outcomes would include, for example,
the numbers of students attaining high school creden-
tials, finding employment, advancing in a career, and
participating in further education and skills training, as
well as the degree to which program graduates meet

employer skill needs.
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Make adult basic education a more professional
field.

States and ABE providers should collaboratively
address key teacher-related issues that are barriers to
improving instructional practice, reducing teacher
turnover, and making the field attractive to qualified
instructors as a long-term career. There is a need to
create additional full-time teaching positions and at
more competitive wages and benefits. State certifica-
tion standards and ongoing professional development
are needed to improve instructional practice and

increase learning gains.

Support cooperative efforts to provide support
services.

It is not practical for every ABE provider to directly
provide student support services, yet these services are
critical to student success. Collaborative efforts that
allow ABE and other providers within a city or region
to share support services would be more efficient.
Funding should be made available to help providers
establish community connections and identify

resources for students in need.



NOTES

1 See the main body of this report for all sources and the

methodology used to determine demand for ABE services
and the number of instructional hours necessary to achieve

learning gains of at least one hour.

The Massachusetts Institute for a New Commonwealth has
found that 150 hours of instruction are necessary to move
75 percent of students up one grade level (MassINC 2000).
The Massachusetts Adult Education Committee found that
20 percent of adults at NALS level 1 & 2 acknowledge a
need to improve their literacy skills and just 10 percent of
that population actively seeks out ABE services. This chart
reflects the cost of providing 150 hours of instruction to the
10 percent of those adults who need services and are actively
seeking them. This approximation of the real demand for
services provides a reasonable way of defining the problem.
We used this method of defining active demand because the
alternative method, looking at waiting lists, is quite compli-
cated: not all states keep waiting lists, and not all states that
do keep waiting lists measure them the same way.

This report highlights the needs of two special populations:
immigrants lacking English proficiency and prison inmates.
While many other populations (learning disabled, older

adults, etc.) warrant resources and targeted service-delivery
strategies, this report focuses on these two populations due

to foundation interests and funding constraints.

This report uses English for Speakers of Other Languages—
ESOL—to describe programs provided to non-native Eng-
lish speakers to improve English language skills. Another
commonly used term is English as a Second Language—
ESL. ESOL, which is becoming more widely accepted,
accommodates non-native English speakers who may be
learning English as a second, third, or fourth language.

The NALS analysis includes elderly adults who are not in
the labor force. The percentage of adults who lack adequate
literacy skills is confirmed by other studies.

The rural states of Maine and Vermont have had significantly
less net international immigration (3,895 and 4,959, respec-
tively). New Hampshire’s increase of 6,995 international
immigrants was concentrated primarily in Nashua and the

surrounding southern New Hampshire region.

Private dollars are available to a varying degree from founda-
tions, religious institutions, and private donors. Given the
large number and diverse types of these private donors, and
the resulting lack of a systematic way to approach their role,

this research did not investigate those sources of funding.

For example, a Massachusetts FY 2002 Conference Com-
mittee Budget Recommendation proposed a 50 percent cut
in the state appropriation for ABE, from $30 million to $15
million, which would trigger a loss of more than $10 million
in federal funds that Massachusetts would otherwise receive
FY 2003.As a result of a significant advocacy ettort, 98 per-
cent of the state funding was restored; the final cut was only
$700,000.

? Even with Connecticut’s unique system of funding, though,
the state Director of Adult Basic Education argues strongly
that the state is far from meeting the actual need for ABE

services.

10 Legislation under consideration would increase the reim-
bursement by 10 percent across the board, so that all districts

would get at least some state dollars.

n PY 2002, New Hampshire reported having 282 paid
teachers and 681 volunteer teachers. In Vermont that same
year, 80 teachers were paid and 184 were volunteers. While
volunteers are clearly a fundamental part of the overall
teaching strategy, most students receive at least some instruc-
tion from paid teachers in both states. In New Hampshire,
for example, 87 percent of students received instruction from
a paid teacher in PY 2002.

12 Massachusetts has instituted a new system for improving the
salaries and benefits of ABE teachers through its contracts for
state funds.

13 See Part I1I for a discussion of the range of views in New
England about the proper mission for ABE.

14 Federal legislation proposed in 1996 would have combined
federal funding for job training, adult education, and voca-
tional education into a single program.This politically
charged proposal did not pass.

15 The National Reporting System began as a voluntary effort
on the part of state directors of adult education, in coopera-
tion with the U.S. Department of Education’s Division of
Adult Education and Literacy, to improve accountability
among adult education programs.The proposed voluntary
nature of the NRS changed in August 1998, when the Adult
Education and Family Literacy Act within the Workforce
Investment Act became law. This act established accountabili-
ty requirements, including that states develop outcome-based
performance standards for adult education programs, as one
means of determining program effectiveness. The NRS
mandate was then expanded to establish the measures and
methods to conform to the Workforce Investment Act.

16 See, for example: Olson and Pavetti 1996; Rangarajan, Scho-
chet, and Chu 1998; and James, Friedlander and Freedman
1994.

17 The U.S. Census Bureau defines native-born as individuals
born in the United States or in a U.S. Island Area, such as
Puerto Rico, or born abroad of at least one parent who was
a U.S. citizen.
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Andrew Tyskiewicz, Capitol Region Education Council

Jim Verschueren, Dover Adult Learning Center

Louise Wright and Staft,Vermont Adult Learning Center
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APPENDIX

METHODOLOGY

Jobs for the Future began the research for this report by
identifying and interviewing key adult literacy contacts
in each state (see list of interviewees). Contacts we identi-
fied included staff in the state department of education,
the workforce development system, the corrections sys-
tem, state and regional literacy organizations, local

providers of adult literacy services and others.

The primary source for much of the data presented in
this report was the Annual Narrative and Statistical
Reports sent to the U.S. Department of Education for
both program years 1999-2000 and 2000-2001. In most
cases, the adult basic education directors provided this
data to Jobs for the Future.

Another key data source was the National Adult Literacy
Survey of 1992, which includes a wealth of information
about literacy throughout the United States. Funded by
the U.S. Department of Education, the survey included
demographic and literacy information from roughly
13,600 randomly selected individuals over the age of 16.
In addition, to gain a better understanding of state-level
data, the department surveyed about 1,100 adults from
12 states; most states, including all the New England
states, chose not to participate in this latter activity

because of the financial cost of doing so.

To provide a window into literacy among the remaining
states, NALS researchers constructed what are called syn-
thetic estimates based on the national survey. These esti-
mates provide information about the percent of each

state’s residents whose literacy scores are at NALS Levels
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1 and 2.These numbers are important because the
National Governors Association has said that the
demands of the new economy require skills at NALS
Level 3.To give an example, NALS Level 3 skills give an
individual the ability to solve a story problem in math
requiring arithmetic operations on two or more num-
bers. A NALS Level 2 individual could solve a story
problem requiring just one arithmetic operation, when
the numbers and the operation required are stated in the

text of the problem.

Supplemented with 1990 census data, the estimates give
a statistical image of literacy and educational attainment,
as well as other demographic information, about each
state’s residents. However, they have certain limitations as
estimates. The numbers include individuals aged 65 and
over, which slightly skews the available information, both
because seniors have somewhat lower rates of literacy
and because policymakers are more interested in raising

literacy levels among those still in the workforce.

Adjusting for this limitation and gaining a more nuanced
understanding of literacy in a given state is no simple
matter. Rather, it requires the development of a fairly
sophisticated data set, such as was developed to complete
New Skills for a New Economy (MassINC 2000). MassINC
combined the NALS data with Current Population Sur-
vey data and 1990 census data to remove individuals over
the age of 65 from the data set and to provide more
detailed demographic information (e.g., English profi-
ciency, educational attainment) about various groups,

including the state’s immigrant residents.
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for low-income individuals to move into family-supporting careers; and meet the grow-

ing economic demand for knowledgeable and skilled workers.

The Nellie Mae Education Foundation, based in Braintree, Massachusetts, is the largest
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